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For Jill
A good friend, an excellent person. Always nice when those two things go together.
Thank you to Kate Dresser and Lauren McKenna for giving me the chance to make my dreams come true.



Man is least himself when he talks in his own person.
Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.
—OSCAR WILDE




THE STAGE IN THE ENTERTAINMENT ROOM at Boston Children’s Hospital was small, but Milton Shaw made good use of the space. He’d invited all six kids who’d come to see him perform onto the stage and was showing them in turns how to do simple tricks. He was wearing a suit, as he always did, a top hat, and a small black mask. They called him Shaw the Magician.
“Hold your hands like this”—he showed them the careful placement of his fingers on the playing card in his hand—“and then . . .” He demonstrated, and the children, ranging in ages from six to eleven, mimicked him. Several cards fluttered to the floor, but a few of the kids managed it, including eleven-year-old Chuck, who’d initially claimed he had no interest in magic.
“You have to practice,” he told them. “Again and again until the motion becomes automatic.” He made the card reappear with a flick of his fingers.
“Why don’t you teach us something cool?” Chuck said.
“Like this?” Milton asked, and made a small ball of flame float above his upraised hand.
“Oh, man, is that real fire?” Chuck asked in awe.
“That was actually my question,” a woman’s voice said from the center of the room. She was wearing bright green scrubs and had dark hair pulled back into some kind of bun, dark brown eyes, and the fullest, most sensuous-looking lips he’d ever seen. She had the lips of an anime action heroine. He could picture her in skintight leather and boots with a gun at her hip. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, which explained why his hand felt like it was burning. He quickly extinguished the flame, cursing inwardly, but he still didn’t look away.
“Dr. Burke, this is Shaw the Magician,” Chuck told the woman, and Milton studied her more closely. She was a doctor. Doctors rarely came to the entertainment room.
“Dr. Burke.” He bowed. “It’s a pleasure.”
“You should probably avoid flames around the oxygen tanks.” She pointed to the tank on one of the kid’s wheelchairs.
He scratched his cheek under the mask. “Yes, I’ve heard that before, actually. Why don’t you stay and watch?”
“Make her disappear,” Chuck muttered. “She’s probably here to tell us we need to go back to our rooms.”
Milton laughed and jumped lithely down from the stage. The doctor, watching him warily, visibly tensed when he came within a few feet of her.
With a flourish, he presented her with a flower made of tissue paper and wire.
She hesitated, but one of the girls, a dark-haired beauty named Emily with rather prominent front teeth, said, “Take it, Dr. Burke, take it.”
With a sigh of resignation, the good doctor took the flower. “Thank you.”
“Smell it. Smell it,” the kids shouted together.
She glared at the magician, her dark eyes narrowed warningly, but she obediently bent to sniff the flower. It drooped comically and the children laughed.
She straightened. “Well, that’s better than having it blow up in my face, I suppose.”
Milton felt his lips twitch and hoped that the direction of his thoughts didn’t show on his face. He couldn’t help it; she made him think of sex, roll-around-on-the-floor sex, back-of-the-limo sex, sex with her tied and helpless on one of his workbenches.
“Try again,” he suggested, and the children took up the call, shouting, “Try it again, try it again.”
They were all ill, every one of these kids, but right now they were laughing, and the doctor seemed to enjoy being the butt of the joke.
She bent to sniff again, and this time the flower darted forward to bop her on the nose. She jerked back and nearly fell, but he caught her by the elbow, hauling her upright. The kids were laughing again, roaring with it, and Milton enjoyed the look of forbearance on her face.
She freed her elbow with an efficient twist of her arm and handed him the flower. “Thanks. I already knew better than to accept flowers from strange men, but it’s good to be reminded.”
“I could remind you again, sometime,” Milton offered, a little surprised when the words came out of his mouth.
She glanced at him sharply, her lips parting briefly before she took another step away from him, shaking her head. “I don’t think so, Mr. . . .” she said, trailing off.
He removed his top hat and bowed again. “Shaw the Magician.”
“Oh, yeah.” She nodded. “I couldn’t remember your name. The head nurse, Jackie, says that you come here every Friday.”
Milton straightened and replaced his top hat. “At your service,” he said. And he did have quite a few ideas for how he’d like to service her. Most began with tying her up with dozens of intricate knots and undoing them slowly with his teeth.
“Well, Shaw the Magician, I need Chuck to come with me. His mom is here. Otherwise, you can carry on.”
On the stage, Chuck groaned but immediately started for the ramp, wheeling his IV next to him, his rounded cheeks set in a scowl.
When he reached Milton and the doctor, he tried to give Milton back the playing cards he’d been using, but Milton shook his head.
“Keep them. I’ll show you a different trick next time.”
“The one with the fire?”
Milton glanced askance at Dr. Burke, who was frowning at his side. She was beautiful even when frowning.
“Maybe not that one, but something equally cool.”
Chuck shrugged as if he could care less and started from the room.
Dr. Burke started to follow him, but Milton caught her arm again. “Thank you for playing along, Dr. Burke. Do you have a first name?”
“Do you?” she tossed back and shook free of him again. “Try not to burn the place down, Shaw the Magician,” she said crisply as she left.
Milton watched her go, enjoying the way her efficient march highlighted her round butt. He wondered how long it would take her to notice the flower he’d pinned to the front of her scrubs, just above her right breast.
“Do you have a crush on her?” a small voice said beside him. It was Emily, the dark-haired girl with the large teeth. She sounded bummed about the idea, her lower lip beginning to form a pout.
Milton pretended to consider it. “I think it would be stupid to have a crush on her. She looks like she’d break my heart.”
The girl nodded vigorously. “She’s tough. She doesn’t smile like the other doctors.”
Milton pretended to shiver. “Why don’t you think she smiles?” He took her hand and led her back on stage, where the other kids were still trying to get the trick to work correctly.
Emily looked slightly ashamed. “She does, but not like those fake, bright smiles. She never does that. It’s pretty cool, actually.”
Milton knew what she meant. Sometimes adults thought that by smiling brightly and talking in a cheerful tone, they could lessen the impact of the often horrible news they had to tell their patients. He was glad to hear that Dr. Burke didn’t do that, but he did wonder what made her seem so serious.
“All right, guys,” he said, rolling a cart from behind the stage. It was piled high with boxes, all covered by a sheet of black fabric. He put it in the center of the stage and said, “I need some volunteers to open presents.”
The children grinned and stepped forward in unison. Some of them had seen his show before, and the rest had undoubtedly heard that he was known for bringing presents: Xboxes, games, iPads, 3-D TVs, and strange pieces of technology the kids had never seen before.
“On the count of three, I’m going to remove the cloth, and you guys pick what you want. Ready? One, two, three.”
He pulled the sheet, and there was nothing underneath, just empty space.
“Oh, man,” Emily groaned.
Milton laughed and pointed to the room behind them. The gifts were piled up throughout the room, shiny bows on everything.
The kids squealed and hurried as much as they could down the ramp toward the toys.
Nick Cord, Milton’s business partner and friend, stepped out from behind the stage. He often came to the hospital with Milton to help with the tricks. He was not a tall man, but he was well muscled from running and kept his blond hair cut short and close to his head. He dressed more like the dockworker and fisherman his father had been—in jeans and cable-knit sweaters—than the billionaire he was now, which suited him.
“Who’s the doc?” he asked Milton. “I’ve never seen her before.”
Neither had Milton. “I saw her first,” he muttered.
Nick laughed and held up his hands. “Got it, got it. You have dibs.”
“That’s right.” Milton didn’t give a shit if it was childish. He didn’t often find women he was this attracted to. The difficulty would be in convincing her to spend time with him. She thought he was a magician, after all. For some reason, most women found that about as sexy as a man dressing up in a Star Trek costume.
“Think you can get her to go out with you?” He’d known Milton in college when talking to women had rarely gone well for his friend. It wasn’t the case now that he was rich, but Milton never wanted women to date him for his money.
“I’m going to try,” he said simply, and Nick groaned.
“God help the woman, she doesn’t know what she’s in for.”




DR. REGINA BURKE SAT DOWN behind her desk with a sigh and glanced out the window to her right. It overlooked the small glass-enclosed tropical garden attached to the family wing of the hospital, where the children visited with their parents. The garden was kept at a balmy seventy-eight degrees, much different from the snow and freezing rain they’d been experiencing this winter. While it looked nice, she would rather be riding her bike along the river, taking in deep breaths of crisp air.
She couldn’t do that, either. She had paperwork to finish, and a date to go home and get ready for, but she found herself thinking about the magician instead. He’d been . . . naughty. The word drifted through her mind. He hadn’t said or done anything inappropriate, but she could have sworn that in the eyes behind that mask she saw more than a little kink. She’d bet he was a man who’d be all too willing to tie a woman up, cover her with whipped cream, or trace the lines of her body with ice cubes. His eyes said that he was a man who’d enjoy whatever she wanted as long as she was naked and he got to put his dick inside her.
She realized she was rubbing her bottom lip with her fingers and straightened abruptly. With a decisive headshake, she focused on her computer. He also spent his time playing magician. She was imagining things. For all she knew, he was a pimply-faced twenty-year-old right out of college, although he’d seemed older. Her therapist was right; she needed to get laid if she was turned on by a magician, of all things, complete with mask and top hat. She could have sworn she’d even seen stuffed rabbits, although the trick with the fire had been fairly cool. Dangerous, but cool.
Something pink caught her attention. She glanced down and saw the paper flower that she’d pretended to sniff earlier. Somehow he’d pinned it on her lapel, and she’d walked around wearing it all afternoon.
She touched the paper petals gently with her fingertips. How had he pinned it without her noticing?
He must have clever fingers, she thought.
Unpinning the flower irritably, she started to throw it in the wastebasket underneath her desk, but stopped at the last minute. She hadn’t expected to be charmed, hadn’t let herself be charmed by anyone or anything in a long time. Her father had been charming, and just look what he’d done.
With a decisive flick of her wrist, she tossed the flower in a desk drawer and gathered her things to head home. It was already snowing, and she wanted to get on her way before it got too dark.
“Shaw the Magician,” she murmured to herself as she walked out of her office.
Jackie Keen, the head nurse, had told her about him when Regina questioned allowing the children to go off with a man claiming to be a magician. Jackie didn’t like being questioned; she didn’t seem to like much of anything. She certainly didn’t care for Regina and had refused to tell her any more about the man behind the mask. Regina didn’t feel wrong for asking. There were all kinds of crazies in the world.
Detouring to the locker room, Regina took a few minutes to change into her winter riding gear. She didn’t own a car and preferred the exercise of riding her bike to the hospital. It wasn’t far, but in the winter she usually froze her ass off before she was halfway home.
Today was no different. She walked quickly to the covered area just outside the employee entrance, where those people stupid enough to ride in this weather parked and locked their bikes. When the weather was too bad, she usually carpooled with a friend. She just didn’t see the point in buying a car when she lived so close to the hospital and spent all her time there, anyway.
Slinging her backpack over her shoulder, she began riding quickly in the direction of home, along the bike path that ran through the Emerald Necklace, a park that basically encircled the hospital. Her loft apartment—where she lived with her sister, Celeste, and a cat named El Greco since she’d started working at Boston Children’s—was built in the early 2000s and near the Charles River. Prior to that, she, Celeste, and El Greco had lived near the campus at Harvard so Regina could get to school. Celeste, six years her junior, had been her ward since Regina was sixteen, since their father had fled the country after he was indicted for embezzling hundreds of millions of dollars in an elaborate Ponzi scheme.
He’d disappeared shortly after his indictment and never been caught. Without him to focus everyone’s anger, her family had been left with nothing and vilified in the media. The damage her father had done to thousands of investors—mostly in the Boston area—had been covered extensively, and since her father wasn’t around to be cursed, the public had settled for her, her mother, and her sister. She’d gone from being a spoiled pain in the ass who’d played competitive field hockey, stayed out too late, dated inappropriate boys, and had a bad habit of raiding her father’s liquor cabinet to a hyper-responsible, perpetually serious young woman who had to care for her younger sister, her addict mother, and her ailing grandmother. She’d pushed everything wild about herself deep inside and locked it up. And she hadn’t let it out since.
The bike path on which she rode had been cleared of snow, but heaping piles of it surrounded either side. Snow covered the limbs of the trees and clumped on rocks in the river as she rode over small bridges, lit by the dim glow of the setting sun. She’d covered her mouth with a scarf, but the thick wool barely warmed the icy air before it went into her lungs. She rode on, relieved when her muscles began to warm, and she stopped feeling numb from head to toe.
When she finally pulled up in front of her house it was full dark, and she was breathing quickly. Without pause, she hauled her bike onto her shoulder and started up the stairs to her loft. She was about to set the bike down and get her keys when Celeste opened the door, El Greco—the gray beast cat—twining himself around her legs.
“Reggie, guess what?”
Regina set her bike down and pushed it through the open door, forcing her sister and the cat to move out of the way. “You’ve decided to move out?”
“No.”
“Finish college?”
“No.”
“Then I don’t care.”
“I met this gorgeous man today. He’s staying at the hotel.”
Celeste had attended college for four years, hadn’t graduated, and now worked as the assistant manager at the Hotel Commonwealth, a five-star luxury hotel near Fenway. In Regina’s opinion, it was a waste of the money she’d spent to send her sister to school, but Celeste truly believed that she’d be able to find a wealthy husband and never have to work again. Regina had long since quit trying to convince her darling sister that a wealthy husband was not the answer to life’s difficulties.
“Is he married?” Regina asked, not really sure why she bothered. She was still breathing hard as she opened the door to the postage-stamp balcony that overlooked the river and rolled the wheels of her bike into the stand she kept there.
Celeste shrugged. “Probably. He’s from Russia or the Ukraine or something like that. Handsome. Very dark and brooding.”
Regina thought about the magician. Dark and brooding he was not, but handsome, yes. “Sounds like too much drama.”
Shaking her head, Celeste followed Regina as she stripped off her scarf and unzipped her jacket. El Greco began meowing loudly, demanding his dinner. “You know, you should go out with me tonight. I can borrow Katie’s car, we’ll get dressed up, and go out on the town.”
“You’re out of money again, aren’t you?” Regina asked as she walked through the living room, which was mostly just a gray Ethan Allen sofa that had belonged to their grandmother, a Persian rug that had been her aunt’s, and a deep red leather chair that one of Celeste’s boyfriends had given them when Regina had complained about sharing the couch with two people who wouldn’t stop making out.
The apartment was essentially one big room with some half walls to divide the space. The ceiling was sixteen feet high with open ductwork and lights that came down from long extensions. The kitchen was separated from the living room by a small bar with cherry-red stools, and tall cabinets separated the kitchen from the two bedrooms and the bathroom on the other side. There were actual walls separating the bedrooms and the bath, but the walls didn’t go all the way to the ceiling. Sometimes her sister could get . . . vocal . . . when she had overnight guests, which was why Regina slept with earplugs.
She noticed as she came into the kitchen that her sister hadn’t done the dishes as she’d promised she would that morning, and sighed. Picking up El Greco’s bowl, she filled it with kitty crunchies and set it down for him. He began eating like he hadn’t been fed in ten years, though looking at him you’d know he hadn’t missed a meal in a long time.
Regina scratched his ears and stood, walking out of the kitchen and toward her bedroom. Celeste followed.
“I can’t go out with you tonight, Celeste.”
“It’s Friday. Why not?”
“I have a date, actually.”
Celeste stopped. Regina ignored her and opened the door to her bedroom, which was also on the river side, but had no balcony. Celeste’s room was bigger, but it was on the back side of the apartment. They shared the bathroom, a connecting door inside each bedroom.
Regina’s room was orderly—she was hardly ever in it—with a queen-size bed covered in an ancient quilt that had been her grandmother’s, and shelf after shelf of books, most of them medical textbooks, but there were a few romance novels scattered around. She usually left them on the bookshelves at the hospital when she was finished for the nurses and parents to read. There were pictures of her and Celeste in frames on the shelves, of Celeste and their grandmother, but not one photograph of their father. They’d all been boxed away and put into storage. She set her bike helmet, backpack, and jacket on a small armchair covered with owls and then went to her closet, throwing the doors open.
“With who?” Celeste sat on Regina’s bed, clearly recovered from her surprise. Regina didn’t date all that often. During college, she’d been too busy working to pay for school and rent and food for her and Celeste, and then she’d been working and busting her ass in medical school while paying for Celeste to go to college, and then she’d been a first-year physician and working more hours than she’d known existed in a week. Things had been calmer since she’d accepted the position at Boston Children’s, but it had been a long road.
“A professor.”
“Ugh.” Celeste wrinkled her nose. “Dull and poor. You are insane.”
Regina ignored her, though she felt a slight twinge of agreement. Corbin Gould was a professor of history at Harvard and an intelligent man, but she was not that attracted to him. She’d met him the previous Saturday when she’d ridden her bike over to Harvard to talk to a former teacher and had stopped for a coffee at the Starbucks on campus. He’d been there, standing in line for a scone and tea.
He’d asked her to join him at a table, a short, stocky man with a slightly receding hairline and crooked teeth. His smile was nice, though, and he’d been direct and confident. She’d refused, politely, but had agreed to go on a date the following Friday. Now she was almost dreading it.
“Quit judging my taste, judger, and help me pick out something to wear.” He was supposed to arrive at her apartment at six thirty, so she had only a little over an hour to get ready.
“For the professor?” Her sister snorted. “Just put on anything halfway decent, and he’ll probably be slobbering all over you.”
“Celeste, you better be polite. If you embarrass me, I will watch musicals at full volume the next time you’re having sex.”
“Kinky,” Celeste retorted, unfazed, but she scooted off the bed and stood next to Regina to analyze the contents of the closet.
Regina hadn’t spent a lot of time or money on her wardrobe. She had two designer dresses that had belonged to her mother and hadn’t been auctioned off, but they were far too formal. Everything else was mostly work or casual wear.
“We’d be better off looking in my closet.” Celeste frowned, glancing down at Regina. Regina was three inches shorter, curvier, and dark-haired whereas her sister was blond. Sometimes Regina wondered if her mother had found someone on the side the year before Celeste was born.
“I have a cashmere wool dress that’s a little short on me. I’ll get it. And my knee-high boots, though those are probably wasted on the professor.”
Regina thought about protesting, but didn’t have the heart for it. Her sister’s endless flirtations and chasing after men for money resulted in an astonishing number of presents. Celeste had the wardrobe of a socialite, if not the bank account.
Regina went to turn on the shower, and after a few minutes of waiting for the water to warm up, Celeste appeared with a gorgeous forest-green cashmere dress with long sleeves and fawn-colored knee-high boots. The outfit screamed high-class and expensive, not exactly the look she was going for, but it also looked comfortable and warm, two things Regina required of her clothing.
“Thanks, Celeste.” She touched a sleeve of the soft fabric. “It’s beautiful.”
“I know,” Celeste agreed smugly. “I’ll put this stuff on your bed.” She turned to leave.
“Okay,” Regina replied. “Oh, and Celeste?”
Her sister stuck her head back in the bathroom, which was just beginning to fill up with steam. “Yeah?”
“It’s still your turn to do the dishes.”
Celeste shook her head. “I’m letting you borrow my clothes. Get-out-of-jail-free card.”
Regina considered that. It didn’t really seem fair, since she paid the rent and most of the bills, but the dress was beautiful. Regina thought she might just keep it.
“Fine, but if you make a mess while I’m gone, you have to clean it up.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Celeste waved a hand. “I’m probably going out tonight, anyway. Don’t wait up for me.”
Regina sniffed. “Maybe you’ll have to wait up for me.”
“Not likely.”




WHEN MILTON SHAW ARRIVED HOME at his brownstone on Beacon Hill that evening, he immediately walked past the curving staircase that led up to the second floor and down a long hallway to a door on the end—his office. Formerly the library of the stately brownstone, it had an enormous stone fireplace, large leather reading chairs, and walls lined with bookshelves, a good many of which had been in the library when he’d purchased the house. The rest he’d added in the ten years he’d lived there. Roland said the place looked like Edgar Allan Poe’s grandfather could have lived there. Milton didn’t care. He loved this big moody house with its high ceilings and ornate fixtures.
His desk, a beast of a thing with carved wooden legs as big around as those of a baby elephant, had three enormous monitors that came on as he sat down—motion-activated, hell yeah, he never grew tired of it. He’d already googled Dr. Regina Burke on his phone during the limo ride back home. He’d read her short bio on the hospital website—she’d been hired several months earlier—and several of her publications about the treatment of specific types of cancer in children, and found about thirty articles on her father, Carter Burke, who’d been indicted for embezzling hundreds of millions of dollars.
Now, in the multiscreened luxury of his office, he pulled up everything he’d found earlier and more. Carter Burke had been indicted, but he’d fled the country, leaving behind his wife and two daughters, sixteen-year-old Regina and ten-year-old Celeste. There was a photograph of the girls—Regina looking grimly serious even then—holding hands at their mother’s side on the steps of what looked like the courthouse.
He found a small article about her mother checking into rehab several times before the woman finally died of an overdose, and how all her family’s assets were seized and sold at auction. He read through the list, which was extensive. Her father had owned a yacht, sixteen cars, an office building, two warehouses, and several homes, but once the liquidation was complete, the girls were penniless and had moved into their grandmother’s house until she passed away a year later. Damn, he’d thought his childhood was difficult.
He kept reading, scanning the articles while his nimble fingers flew over the keyboard as if he and the machine were one, which was close enough to the truth. Other than magic, computers were his world. He, Nick, and Roland had made their first several million for their company, Accendo, by inventing an encryption software for the masses, one that disguised protected content as banal emails with nothing more interesting than recipes for banana pudding. Unlike most encryption tools, theirs hadn’t been vulnerable to the security hacks that every good developer figured out early on. They’d made a fortune, and so had the many people who had used their tool to hide illegal activities. Including, it seemed, Regina’s father. In one article, the Feds speculated that Carter Burke had used Accendo’s encryption tool to hide the transfer of millions of dollars to the Caribbean.
Perfect. Well, maybe she wouldn’t make that connection.
He stood up from his chair and paced, absently picking up a deck of cards from a nearby shelf and shuffling them rapidly. Shit. She was a serious person. She wasn’t someone a man took out for a good time and nothing else.
He performed one trick, shooting the cards in the air and making them disappear, and then another, thinking the whole time, turning the problem over and over in his brain. He liked her—she’d totally stepped up and taken care of her family. She was obviously intelligent. He was attracted to her, really attracted, like toss-her-over-his-shoulder-and-stuff-her-in-the-back-of-his-limo attracted. He couldn’t do that, though. People frowned on that.
He made the top card appear to float in midair, hovering just above the deck.
I’ll just talk to her, he thought. I’m going to the hospital on Monday, anyway. I’ll go, and I’ll just introduce myself as myself.
She’d seemed attracted to Shaw the Magician—maybe he could get her attention that way.
His phone rang, and he frowned, depositing the cards on his desk and pulling it out of his pocket. “Hello?”
“Milton?”
It was a woman’s voice, sounding just a little uncertain, and he remembered with horror that he had a date tonight with a lovely woman named Michelle, whom he’d met at a fundraiser for literacy.
“Michelle,” he said, wincing, putting a hand to his head. He was an idiot, a complete idiot. “I’m sorry. I got tied up with something.” True enough, he supposed.
“That’s okay. Did you need to reschedule?”
Milton wanted to. He most definitely wanted to, but in the background he could hear the clink of glasses and the sound of voices, and knew she was probably already at the restaurant.
“No, I’ll be there in”—he glanced at his watch—“fifteen minutes. I’m so sorry to keep you waiting.”
She didn’t hesitate to assure him that it was fine. Her voice was even teasing as she ended the conversation by saying, “I bet you’re worth waiting for.”
He made a face—he couldn’t help it. He knew he was good-looking, but no woman had ever said that crap to him until he became stupidly wealthy. “A beautiful woman should never be kept waiting,” he quipped back, and wanted to smack the phone against his forehead. He sounded like a douche-canoe. He was a douche-canoe. He’d completely forgotten about one woman while fantasizing about another.
She laughed and said, “I’ll see you soon,” and hung up the phone.
“God,” he groaned and punched the number of his driver, Shane.
“Shane,” he said as soon as the man picked up the phone. “I forgot I have a date. Can you turn around and come back for me?”
Shane didn’t answer right away, but then his South Boston accent came through the line: “Sure, boss. I’m on my way back now.”
“Great.” Milton hung up the phone again.
Glancing down at himself, he realized that he was still in the suit he’d been wearing at the hospital. He could wear it, he supposed, but it was a little too formal for a date, even at one of his favorite restaurants, a four-star French restaurant in the lobby of the Hotel Commonwealth.
He wondered if Dr. Burke liked French food. An image of her tasting their famous fondant au chocolat floated through his mind; he could see those luscious lips parting, her eyes closing in ecstasy as the melted bittersweet chocolate slid over her tongue. His dick stirred, and he groaned. He needed to get a grip.




REGINA WASN’T SURE how Celeste had managed it, but by the time Corbin showed up at her door, flowers in hand, her sister had convinced Regina to put on just a little more makeup and let her hair fall in long waves around her shoulders.
“Rose-Lindsey has been telling you to go out, get a life, right? Well, you need to make an effort, even if this guy is the snore of the century.”
Regina wasn’t sure if it was the logic of the argument, which was true enough, or the memory of the magician and the tingle of awareness that had lingered all afternoon, but she’d taken her sister’s advice.
When she opened the door, Corbin looked astonished, his mouth falling open a little, and Regina smiled. It wasn’t every day that she made a man’s jaw drop. Though to be fair, she rarely gave them the chance.
“Thank you,” she told him, gesturing to the flowers, and he remembered to hand them to her. “I’ll just go put these in some water.”
She motioned for him to come inside. “This is my sister, Celeste,” she said, nodding in the direction of Celeste, who was sitting on one of the bar stools in jeans and one of Regina’s old Harvard sweatshirts texting someone. Celeste didn’t believe in going out before 11:00 p.m. “Celeste, this is Corbin Gould.”
“Hi,” Celeste replied, and hopped off the stool. She marched over to Corbin and took his elbow. “Why don’t you have a seat here with me while she puts those in water?”
Regina eyed her sister as she set the flowers on the counter. She wasn’t entirely sure what Celeste was up to, but she had a bad feeling about it.
Mentally shrugging, she turned her back on the living room to locate a vase.
“So, where are you taking my sister?” she heard Celeste ask.
He gave the name of a restaurant that Regina had never heard of, but that wasn’t really a surprise. When she wasn’t at the hospital, she ate at home.
“Oh, you don’t want to go there tonight. I heard their head chef was fired for banging the owner’s wife on the prep counter.”
Regina closed her eyes as she reached for the vase she wanted. Awesome. She didn’t doubt the story was true, but Celeste didn’t need to provide that much detail.
“Celeste, I’m sure wherever we decide to go will be fine,” Regina said hastily, putting the vase in the sink and filling it with water.
“That’s because you eat tacos out of a truck,” Celeste cut back.
Since this was true and not really an insult, Regina just muttered, “Those tacos are good.” She cut the plastic wrap from the bouquet, which was a mix of red and white roses and carnations. Not her favorite, but it was a nice gesture.
Suddenly the memory of the magician, holding the paper flower out to her, flashed in her mind. She touched her chest absently, as if she expected the flower to still be there.
“You’ve made a good decision,” Regina heard Celeste say, and she quickly stuffed the flowers in the vase, banishing thoughts of the magician.
“What decision?” Regina asked them warily. Corbin looked a little shell-shocked but amused, his gaze occasionally falling to where Celeste gripped his elbow.
“Ah,” he said, clearing his throat, “Celeste convinced me that the restaurant in the hotel where she works is excellent, and she was able to get us a table.”
So that’s what she’d been doing on her phone. Why? Regina wondered.
“Is that right?” She gave Celeste a narrow-eyed glare, sister-code for What the fuck are you up to?
“That’s right,” Celeste said sweetly. “Now you two run along and have a nice time.”
Regina still didn’t trust her, but she went to get her good coat out of her room. When she returned, Corbin was standing at the door eyeing Celeste, who stood two inches taller than him barefoot.
Regina shrugged into her coat as she walked toward them, flipping her hair out from under the collar and removing the gloves from her pockets.
“Ready when you are,” she told Corbin, raising an eyebrow at the two of them.
“Great.” Clearing his throat again, he asked Celeste, “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” Regina nearly chortled. Celeste appeared to have made another conquest.
Her sister looked astonished, flushing a little—which served her right—but she recovered with a smile.
“I’m sure. I already have plans, but you two have a nice time.”
Regina shook her head. This evening was already turning into a farce; whatever plot her sister was hatching probably couldn’t make it any worse.
“Stay out of trouble, Celeste,” she told her sister as she walked out the door but without much confidence. Some women seemed born to get into trouble, while she seemed born to try and fix it.
With a resigned smile, Regina turned to the very nice man who now seemed to have something of a crush on her sister. He offered her his elbow and she accepted graciously as they made their way down the steps. She was so hungry she’d go out with a damn moose at this point, even if the moose had taken a liking to her sister.




MILTON STEPPED OUT from the limo onto the sidewalk outside the red-canopied entrance to the restaurant at Hotel Commonwealth. Pedestrians strolled along the wide sidewalks, most of them couples, and laughter floated from the covered patio.
Turning, Milton leaned back in the door to speak to Shane. “I don’t think we’re talking a late night here. I guess I could have driven myself.”
Shane, his head tattooed with a book on one side and a raven on the other, cracked his knuckles and then reached for something on the seat next to him. He held up a novel. “It’s fine. This was the plan for tonight, anyway.”
“Thanks—see you in a bit.” Milton shut the door and hurried inside the restaurant, his coat flaring out from his sides, red scarf swinging.
The hostess, a lovely girl named Alexis with reddish blond hair and a sweet smile, greeted him by name. “Good evening, Mr. Shaw, your table is this way.”
“Thanks, Alexis.” He removed his coat as he followed behind her into the dining room, which was crowded, as usual. The modern furnishings were decorated in shades of gray and white, with accents of green and yellow. A large waterfall fell in a flat sheet of liquid, separating the bar area from the rest of the dining room.
Milton preferred a corner booth near the kitchen, and since he came to the restaurant often, he rarely had to sit anywhere else.
“Your guest is waiting, but we’ve made sure she had her choice of wine and appetizers.”
“Great.” He sighed. I’m an ass.
Michelle was indeed sitting at the booth waiting for him in a deep blue evening dress, her blond hair down around her shoulders. She started to stand when she spotted him, but he waved her back into her seat.
“Sit, please. I’m the one who’s kept you waiting.”
“I’ll take your coat, sir,” Alexis told him, and he handed it over.
“Thank you,” he said. He handed her a twenty and took a seat in the booth opposite Michelle.
“This place is so amazing,” she gushed, her cheeks a little flushed. He thought maybe she’d had a few glasses of wine. Well, he couldn’t blame her.
“It is,” he agreed and resolved that he would make polite chitchat if it killed him. “So, Michelle, tell me about your work.”
He managed to listen and ask appropriate questions for about ten minutes before his attention began to wander. Absently, he drew up plans in his head for a new trick involving a waterfall: Could he make it seem like it had stopped?
He was thinking about the details when he saw a beautiful woman in a forest-green dress walking behind the hostess. A shorter man with a receding hairline followed behind her. He could only see her profile and her awesome body, which was slender and curved in all the right places. Her dark hair fell loose around her shoulders. Her walk was straight ahead, no-nonsense, just shy of being a march. He’d seen that walk before. Just a few hours ago, as a matter of fact.
“Will you excuse me for a moment?” he asked Michelle, hoping she thought he had to go to the bathroom.
“Of course.” She sat back, a patient smile straining her lips.
“Thanks.” Milton set his napkin aside and dodged waiters coming out of the kitchen as he crossed the busy restaurant. Dr. Burke—it had to be her. That walk was distinctive. Sure enough, when he turned a corner, there she was, seated next to the short, nondescript man, her beautiful face glowing in the dim lighting of the chandeliers, her perfect mouth painted a deep red. God. He wanted to snatch her up, push her into a dark corner, and fuck her. She was just fucking delicious.
She looked up and saw him—she could hardly miss him, he was standing in the middle of the walkway staring at her. She blinked and glanced behind her, probably to see if he was staring at someone else, but when she turned back, a small frown had gathered between her eyes. She didn’t recognize him.
Realizing that he was being an idiot, he waved an apology, as if he had made a mistake, and headed for the bathroom. He might as well have some excuse for getting out of his seat, and his dick was so hard that he needed a moment or two of recovery time, anyway.
When he left the bathroom a few minutes later, he eyed the hallway warily as if he half expected her to jump out at him—not that he would mind if she did. He would participate with enthusiasm. The coast was clear, more or less, though he couldn’t help but glance at her table on the way back to his seat. She caught him again, the frown still between her eyes.
Milton sat back in his seat and struggled not to glance at his watch. He wanted to go talk to Regina Burke; he wanted to see if he could get her alone in the coat closet somehow. Would that be so wrong?
“Milton, is everything okay?”
Milton blinked at Michelle. Had she been talking? Because he hadn’t been listening. “Everything’s fine.”
“You seem distracted,” she said, pouting.
Milton swallowed. Distracted was an understatement. Luckily, he was saved from any explanation by the arrival of their food, salmon for him and filet mignon for her. He ate mechanically, for once not tasting anything. What was Regina Burke eating? How did she look as each bite passed over her lips? He wanted to strip her naked, blindfold her, and feed her every one of his favorite foods, slowing passing each taste over her lips. Taking a long sip of wine, he swallowed with difficulty. This was going to be a long night.

When the dark-haired man in the expensive suit had paused in the aisle of the restaurant to stare at her, Regina had thought his behavior was strange, but what bothered her more was the itchy feeling of familiarity. Do I know him? He certainly seemed to know her.
Her date with Corbin wasn’t going as she expected, meaning she was actually enjoying herself. But he seemed to want to talk about Celeste more than anything else.
“So she works here?” he asked, pulling another piece of bread from the center of the table.
“She does,” Regina answered. “She’s the assistant manager.” She glanced over Corbin’s shoulder toward the entrance to the restaurant and paused with a piece of bread halfway to her mouth. Speak of the devil. Her sister had just arrived dressed in a slinky red dress and knee-high boots with small gold spikes. She was up to something. I knew it.
Setting her napkin down on the table, Regina said, “Excuse me a moment, Corbin. I just saw someone I need to talk to.”
“All right,” he agreed.
Walking quickly, Regina caught up to her sister just as she reached the bar. “Celeste,” she hissed, “what are you doing here?”
Celeste turned, already smiling, the picture of innocence. “Reggie, you came. I wasn’t sure you would.”
Regina folded her arms over her chest. “Uh-huh. I don’t think so, Celeste.”
Bending close to Regina’s ear, Celeste whispered, “Just be cool, okay? I’m meeting a man here and I just wanted a backup plan, that’s all.”
“A backup plan?” Regina scowled. “Why would I be your backup plan?”
Celeste shrugged, a tightness around her mouth. “Well, you know that Russian guy I mentioned? He suggested I meet him tonight. He’s rich and handsome, but just a little—”
“Celeste, I’m pleased you could come,” said a man’s voice from behind Regina. She turned, confronted by a dark-haired man with streaks of silver in his hair and a cruel, unpleasant mouth. His smile was charming, but it didn’t match his eyes. Those eyes were dark and cold. How could Celeste not see that?
Regina supposed she had, at least to some degree, or she wouldn’t have thought to implement a backup plan.
“Andrei,” her sister purred, and walked up close to him so that he could kiss both her cheeks. “Of course I came.”
Andrei dutifully kissed her and slid a possessive arm around Celeste, as if he owned her. “And you brought a friend. I had no idea you were so generous.”
Ugh. Gross. This guy was creeptastic. “I’m her sister,” Regina said in her sternest doctor voice.
“And a sister as well, a beautiful one.”
Oh for the love of . . . “Celeste, if you need anything, I’ll be at the table with my date.”
“We’ll join you,” Andrei suggested, tugging Celeste closer to his side, “won’t we, Celeste?”
“You weren’t invited,” Regina snapped and started to turn away. Behind Celeste and Andrei, the handsome dark-haired man in the suit was sitting with a blond woman. They were in a booth, but the man was watching her, obviously listening to their conversation.
Regina frowned. Why is he so interested? So familiar?
“Your beautiful sister doesn’t seem to like me,” Andrei was saying to Celeste, his index finger touching her cheek.
“Excuse me,” Regina muttered and walked away. She heard them following, and braced herself to endure the unpleasant company for the sake of her sister. Backup plan. Celeste wouldn’t need a backup plan if she hadn’t made the stupid plan in the first place.
The food had arrived when she returned to the table, but Corbin was obviously waiting for her to start—a considerate man. “Corbin, it seems as if Celeste and her . . . date . . . will be joining us.”
Corbin looked up, clearly surprised, and stood immediately, his eyes alighting on Celeste. When he took in Andrei, his chin firmed and his eyes narrowed a little.
“I see,” was all he said, glancing down at their table. “I’ll have the hostess bring two more chairs.”
It took a few minutes, but Corbin and the hostess returned and set up two more place settings. Celeste and Andrei’s orders were taken right away, while Regina and Corbin began eating.
“So you’re a doctor?” Andrei asked Regina. He was sitting next to her, opposite Celeste, who was fighting to keep a winning smile on her face.
Regina paused with the fork halfway to her mouth and gave him a lazy, sideways glance full of contempt, her mouth tilting down slightly at the corners, “Yes,” she answered, and went back to her food.
The conversation lulled with Andrei attempting to gain Regina’s attention. He seemed to have decided that he preferred her attention to Celeste’s, much to Regina’s irritation and Celeste’s discomfort.
“Excuse me, please,” Regina said to Corbin. “I’ll be right back.” Removing her napkin from her lap and setting it on the table, Regina stood and escaped in the direction of the bathroom. She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to be so rude to this Andrei. Other than a few tasteless comments and a tendency to let his gaze linger on her breasts, he hadn’t done anything horrible. It’s his eyes, like a snake’s, she thought as she rubbed her arms absently.
The bathroom was down a dimly lit hallway that turned to the left and continued several yards before the bathroom doors appeared on either side. She went inside the ladies’ room and paused for a moment, taking a seat on a small lacquered stool.
Why had Celeste wanted her to be here—to take her home if this Andrei proved disinterested, or to give her an excuse to get away from him if he turned out to be too much for her to handle? Regina wasn’t sure, but she wished her sister weren’t so obsessed with finding a rich man that she was willing to get groped by that walking hard-on.
Straightening, she took a moment to wash her hands with the lavender-scented soap and then shoved the bathroom door open. She’d had enough. She was going to have Corbin take both her and Celeste home now.
She had taken a step down the hall before she realized there was a man there—Andrei. He was blocking her exit. A tingle of fear made her freeze, but she lifted her chin.
He was smiling.
“Regina.” He held out his hands as if to say he was harmless. “I understood what you wanted, yes? To be alone with me?”
Was this creep really that arrogant? “I have no desire to be alone with you. Excuse me.” She tried to brush past him, but he grabbed her wrist. Was he serious? She was about to scream her head off, restaurant be damned.
“You wouldn’t want anything to happen to your pretty sister, would you?”
Regina paused. He was threatening her sister? He thought that he could control her by threatening her sister? She was going to kick him in the balls so hard he’d think he swallowed them.
Suddenly he was yanked away from her, and Regina had the blurred impression of another man, a man with dark hair. He’d shoved Andrei against the wall, even though Andrei was larger, and was speaking to him in a low, dangerous voice.
“Andrei Polzin, I think your father warned you about calling attention to yourself while here in the States.”
Andrei paused, studying the other man’s face. “I remember you. Roland’s partner.”
“Yes.”
Andrei grunted. “This is not my fault. This bitch came on to me.”
Suddenly, without seeing him move, the dark-haired, olive-skinned man produced a knife, and held it under Andrei’s chin. “I see. And that’s why you felt the need to carry this to meet a woman in a bar?”
Andrei smiled, ignoring the knife beneath his chin. “You never know.”
“That’s true,” the other man replied, and the knife disappeared—to where, Regina couldn’t tell, “but if you threaten this woman again, I will not only hunt you down, I will destroy your business and lay enough evidence at the feet of the Feds to keep you locked up here no matter what your father does.”
Andrei paled. “You cannot do that.”
“Watch me,” the other man snarled. “And I’ll make sure that if something happens to me, that evidence is still delivered. Now go and make your excuses. When I come back into the dining room, I want you gone.” He stepped away from Andrei but didn’t go far, his body still poised for action.
Andrei glared at him, and then Regina—as if all of it were her fault—and then he left, stalking down the hallway like a charging bull.
The other man relaxed slightly and turned to her. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” Regina assured him in an even tone, slightly miffed that he felt she needed to be rescued. “I was going to kick him in the balls.”
The man smiled, a flash of white teeth in the dark. “I’m sorry I interrupted.”
Regina smiled ruefully back at him. “I’m not.” She wasn’t sure she wouldn’t have panicked, kick or no kick.
An awkward silence fell between them. He was staring at her again, his eyes lingering on her mouth.
“Do I know you?” Regina asked, her voice much huskier than she intended. “How did you know Andrei?”
“My company has done some work for his father.” He took a step toward her. “You’re really beautiful.”
Regina swallowed. His eyes were an indistinct color in the dim light, his thick brows casting shadows. He had a bold nose and a strong jaw. The magician.
She gasped, and he paused. She hadn’t realized he was still moving forward, almost as if he were drawn to her. “You’re Shaw the Magician,” she accused.
Sighing, he ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “I am.”
Regina thought he seemed disappointed that she’d recognized him. Wondering why, she moved closer. “How did you know he was dangerous? Who are you?”
He glanced down at her and seemed to realize that she was standing next to him. He didn’t say anything, but he seemed to be holding his breath. Curious, Regina moved a fraction nearer. The wild part of her that had been repressed for so long lifted its head, and instead of pushing it back, pushing it down, Regina took Rose-Lindsey’s advice and did what she would have done when she was fifteen.
Stepping even closer, she laid a hand on his chest. He worked out; the muscles beneath her fingers were solid. She shivered. She’d heard magicians had to keep themselves in shape for their tricks; they had to be flexible, strong, able to endure pain and discomfort.
She swallowed and went to her tiptoes, pausing with her lips near his mouth. “Thanks, magician.” She kissed one of his lightly stubbled cheeks. His breath escaped in a rush, and he seized her, moving her backward into an alcove, deeply shadowed, with a small ledge, like it had once housed a payphone.
He pushed her onto the ledge, his fingers gripping her sides urgently, but he paused, swallowing. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his strong throat, and her eyes followed the motion. He smelled like expensive cologne, clean male sweat, and faintly of burnt matches.
“Shit,” he said in a low, rough voice, his fingers flexing against her skin. “You’re dangerous.”
She noticed that he hadn’t moved to release her, but a small wicked part of her, long buried, found the situation . . . alluring. She found herself wanting to kiss this man who performed tricks for children and thought she was beautiful. He might be a charming scoundrel, but she wasn’t trying to marry him—she just wanted to have a little fun. A little fun, while a restaurant full of people, including her sister and her date, waited for her.
“Don’t you have a date waiting for you?” she asked him, thinking about the blond woman.
He winced and started to step back, but she gripped his shoulders.
His eyes darkened again, and he moved forward willingly. “Yes,” he said. “I’m behaving like a complete dick.”
Regina liked that he was willing to admit it, liked the loose, warm feeling running through her body. God, she hadn’t felt this way in forever, since before her father disappeared, since she’d had a crush on a lifeguard in Martha’s Vineyard when she was fifteen.
She didn’t say anything, just lifted her face. “Just for a few minutes.”
He obliged, bending to take her mouth. He sipped at her lips, tasting her, his rough fingers cupping her jaw while his thumbs stroked her cheekbones.
“You have the most beautiful mouth,” he told her.
Regina felt beautiful and powerful. Their eyes met, and he moved closer still, crowding her against the wall and his hard body.
Regina gasped, then gasped again. She felt out of control, deliciously out of control, kissing a complete stranger in the darkened alcove of a crowded restaurant.
“I could kiss you all night. Come home with me,” he urged.
She leaned closer, so that more of her weight was against him, and slid her fingers into his hair. She forgot everything except the urgency running through her. Breaking off another kiss to take a breath, she gasped, “No way.”
“Jesus,” he breathed. “That’s so mean.”
Regina pulled back, smiling a little. “You knew that was a long shot.” He shook his head, looking so woebegone that she laughed again, patting his cheek. “You’re hot, and you’re a little crazy, but I have to get back to my table. Let me down.”
He did, stepping back with a small shudder and letting her slide down the length of him while her skirt rode up between them. She left it that way for a moment, enjoying how his hard, rough hands covered the cheeks of her ass. She shimmied, rubbing herself against him, and he groaned again.
“I have to see you again. When can I see you again?”
Regina swallowed. She didn’t know. Was he talking a date or fucking? Fucking sounded good, but she didn’t really know anything about him other than that he liked to play magician and he worked with creepy Russians.
“I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. She needed to clear her head, to think. “You’ll be at the hospital next Friday, right?”
“I was hoping for tomorrow,” he murmured, smoothing her dress down over her hips, “but I’ll settle for Friday, I guess.”
“Big of you,” she said sarcastically.
He looked down his rather large nose at her. “You have no idea.” He took one step away and said, “See you soon, Dr. Burke.”




ANDREI WAS NOWHERE to be seen when Regina returned to the table, but Celeste was eating her dinner and talking to Corbin, who seemed thrilled at the turn of events.
Regina took a deep breath and straightened her dress, hoping she didn’t look as disheveled as she felt.
“Sorry to take so long,” she murmured. “I’m not feeling well.” She took her seat, hoping the flush didn’t show on her cheeks.
Corbin looked concerned, whereas Celeste just seemed relieved. “Andrei said he had to leave, a business meeting.”
Reminded of that asshole, Regina frowned and turned on Celeste. “You won’t be agreeing to see him again, right? He’s dangerous, Celeste.”
Celeste looked faintly mutinous, but then her attention was caught by someone behind Regina, someone coming from the direction of the bathroom. She grinned broadly. “Oh, hell yeah. No one told me he was coming in tonight.”
Regina turned to look, and the magician caught her eye. Regina didn’t remember breathing. Time seemed to slow as he stalked past, his gaze never leaving her, his obvious desire blazing on his face.
Next to her, Celeste said, “Well, well. Looks like someone’s caught Mr. Shaw’s eye.”
Hearing the faint irritation in Celeste’s voice, Regina turned to her. “Mr. Shaw?”
Celeste glanced at Corbin, who was studiously cutting his steak. “The billionaire. Milton Shaw. He and his two college friends started Accendo, that software company.”
Regina had heard of Accendo; the company had just donated a new medical record and security system to the hospital. They would be installing it next week. Milton Shaw . . . Shaw the Magician. She’d just let a billionaire with strong ties to the hospital make out with her in a restaurant. Shit. This was a nightmare. She wasn’t about to get involved with someone like that, someone who could damage her career, drag her into the public eye, and basically fuck her life six ways to Sunday. She’d worked too hard to get where she was to throw it away because some guy was hot.
It figured that the first time she behaved irresponsibly in years it would bite her in the ass.

By the time Milton returned to his table, Michelle was tapping her manicured nails on the tablecloth. He couldn’t help but compare her to Regina Burke, whose nails had been clean and smoothly rounded, but not manicured.
“I’m sorry, Michelle.” He sat down again, and signaled the waiter. He thought he’d better end the date before it got any worse.
Michelle shifted in her chair. “That’s all right. Are you feeling okay?” She seemed to be searching for some excuse to forgive him.
Once again, this had never happened before he had money; women in college hadn’t given him one chance to prove he was a good date, much less three. The waiter arrived with the check, and Milton handed him his card without looking at it.
As soon as the waiter left, Milton spent a few moments fiddling with the coins in his pocket before making a decision.
“I’m sorry, Michelle,” he said, “but I don’t think this date is going well. You’re great, but I’m afraid I’m not interested.”
She blinked for a full three seconds before she regained her composure. She sat back with an unsteady laugh. “Well, that was direct.”
Milton shifted. He’d been told this before. He didn’t know how to be any other way. “It seems better than pretending.”
She took a sip of her wine. “Well, I can always get a taxi.” She gathered her purse, and Milton stood just as their waiter returned to the table.
“Can you get the lady’s coat for her, please?” he asked as he took the receipt out of the man’s hands.
“Of course, Mr. Shaw,” the young man replied. He returned in a few minutes holding a black cashmere coat with a satin lining.
Milton left the signed tab on the table and accepted the coat, helping Michelle into it.
“Well,” she said, turning around, “thank you for dinner, I suppose.”
Milton nodded.
She left with her head held high, her high heels clicking on the floor. Milton stood with his hands in his pockets and watched her go until Alexis approached him with his own coat.
“Date didn’t go well?”
Milton accepted his coat and gave her a half smile. “What gave you that idea?”
She smiled. “Have a good evening, Mr. Shaw.”
Milton put on his coat but paused, wanting to at least stop by Regina Burke’s table one more time. He took a step in that direction and realized the staff was surreptitiously watching him. If he showed interest in her, one of them might, even as well trained as they were, snap a photograph that would be plastered in the society section of the Boston Globe by tomorrow.
Turning on his heel, he left the restaurant quickly, texting Shane as he walked to meet him out front. Shane, responsive as always, pulled up to the curb as Milton stepped outside.
“That was fast,” Milton commented as he slid into the backseat.
Shane made a noise that could have been agreement and pulled away, heading back to Milton’s house.
Sitting in the backseat, Milton looked up Regina Burke again, just to see a picture of her, just to make sure the image he had of her in his head even came close to reality. It did, and it didn’t. The photograph failed to capture the subtle glow of her skin, the flash of her dark eyes, the delicate peak of her top lip. He pictured her dressed in a beaded and spangled costume, her perfect mouth painted a deep crimson red.
He hadn’t thought she would be willing to do something like that—not at first, not when she was so straitlaced—but then, she’d let him kiss her in the restaurant. She might be willing. Thoughts of how willing she might be entertained him on the way home, so much so that he was startled when the limo came to a stop in front of his home.
Milton thanked Shane as he left the car, tugging his coat a little closer as he jogged up the steps. The doors unlocked automatically as he approached, and he hurried inside.
Only one dim light glowed in the hallway—he’d forgotten to turn on the rest, but he ignored the dark, stripping off his coat and scarf and tossing them carelessly over the balustrade. His housekeeper would put them away, shaking her head at his carelessness.
Instead of going upstairs to his bedroom, however, he headed to the left, through a large formal dining room and into the kitchen, which was dominated by an enormous stone fireplace. He grabbed an apple and some cheese from the Sub-Zero refrigerator and headed upstairs. He hadn’t eaten much at the restaurant, in between dealing with Russian a-holes and that gorgeous woman.
The third floor had been servants’ quarters at one point, but he’d had the rooms made into one large workshop. It was here that he, Nick, and occasionally Roland would design and build new tricks, new illusions, usually just for their own amusement, or for some project of Milton’s.
He had an idea now that would keep him up if he didn’t at least start working on it, a version of the disappearing lady, a version that required Regina Burke to be tied up and helpless in front of him.




THE STAGE WAS COMPLETELY DARK except for a single spotlight overhead. Regina stood trembling in a red negligee, her arms tied in front of her. She could feel every slight movement of his body next to her, stirring the air against her overheated, too-sensitive flesh. He hadn’t blindfolded her, but it didn’t matter; she couldn’t see beyond the range of the spotlight, couldn’t see out into the dark. He was speaking, but not to her.
“Isn’t she beautiful, ladies and gentlemen? She’s my newest assistant.”
Regina squeezed her eyes shut, aghast at the idea that she was tied nearly naked in front of a crowd. Aghast . . . and yet her breasts felt heavy and tight. She pressed her legs together.
He turned to her and trailed a finger along her cheek. “You are so lovely. It’s almost a shame to make you disappear.”
Regina swallowed. She wanted to be alone with him. She wanted him to touch her while she stood there tied and exposed. She looked down and saw that she stood in an old-fashioned steamer trunk. He was going to make her sit inside it, tied and helpless, and make her vanish.
“Please don’t,” she whispered, and his fingers trailed along her lips.
“No?”
She shook her head, feeling like her breasts were begging him, reaching out for him. “Please let me stay.”
He came closer, and she could see the color of his eyes behind his mask. Blue. As blue as the depths of the ocean, dark and mysterious.
He bent to kiss her, but paused before their lips met. His breath smelled of peppermint and something herbal, like rosemary, but the scent of burnt matches remained as well, as if the work that went into his tricks had made a permanent impression.
“I want to take you here, like this,” he told her, and slid two fingers along the satiny straps over her shoulders. The straps fell, exposing the tops of her breasts.
Everything went dark, shifted, and she was tied naked inside the trunk. The lid was open and he was touching her, gently parting her legs until the edges of the trunk dug into her thighs. He slid one finger inside her and she gasped, trying to lift herself up, but he just chuckled and held her down.
“You’ll like this,” he promised, and worked a second finger inside her, stretching her. Her body tightened around his fingers, tightened, and she woke up with a gasp as she came, shuddering, weak morning light from the window brightening the room and making her realize that she was in her bed and that she’d been dreaming.
“God.” She curled up around the sensation and her body clenched as if the fingers were still there, gripping him.
After a moment, Regina groaned and pulled a pillow over her head. She was dreaming about him, about Milton Shaw. Next to her, the cat stirred and tried to stick his nose under her ear. She ignored him, hoping he’d go back to sleep.
She hadn’t had fantasies like this since she was sixteen and her grandmother had made her watch an old Ingrid Bergman movie about a magician. She couldn’t remember the name of it, but she remembered dreaming about being on stage, about someone touching her.
El Greco persisted, purring louder, until Regina groaned and tossed the pillow across the room. Sitting up, she fumbled for her glasses. She yawned and absently ran her hands over the silk tank top she’d worn to bed, feeling her tight nipples. She stroked one of them and eyed her nightstand. She thought maybe . . . maybe . . . she could come again. Dropping her hands, she shuffled into the bathroom. A good bike ride would burn more calories, and maybe get her mind off sex.
Ten minutes later, after brushing her teeth and washing her face, Regina changed into riding gear and strode into the kitchen. The cat followed close on her heels.
Celeste was asleep on the couch, Regina’s iPad in her lap. When they’d gotten back from the restaurant, she’d immediately wanted to show Regina everything there was to know about Milton Shaw. Celeste was apparently obsessed with him and his business partners. They were at the top of her rich husband target list.
Regina had sighed. Chasing after men for their money. Worse, her sister’s favorite targets were three unattached software billionaires who probably preferred German dungeon sex to making love. Celeste clearly hadn’t learned anything from what had happened with their father.
Still, she hadn’t been able to keep from listening as Celeste described the coverage the three men received in business and society news, software magazines, and from the local Boston charity events they attended. Celeste had searched for something about Milton’s childhood, but there was only one brief biography that said he’d grown up in South Boston and that his family had moved to the Mission Hill neighborhood when he was young. Mission Hill was a few blocks from Boston Children’s Hospital. Regina had found that interesting. In her experience, families who moved closer to hospitals usually had sick children.
You’re not interested in Milton Shaw, she reminded herself with a small curse, shaking her head and making her ponytail bounce.
I need coffee.
The cat yowled.
“All right, all right.” She grabbed his bowl and filled it with crunchies, setting it down in front of him on the tile and scratching behind his ear. His tail flicked from side to side as he ate, reminding her of how Milton Shaw’s fingers had twitched restlessly at his sides.
Shaw the Magician. Milton Shaw. What kind of crazy billionaire puts on a mask and performs at a children’s hospital every Friday afternoon? Does he just like the attention? Experience had taught her that people always, always, had ulterior motives, and would tell a lie even when the truth was simpler. But it was also clear that he was an excellent magician, even if he did it to get attention. Surely he garnered enough attention as a handsome bachelor billionaire. Women probably tried to stuff themselves in his pockets on an hourly basis. So why perform for sick kids?
She didn’t know, though it was clear that he didn’t want the public in general knowing about it or Celeste would have found something online. The head nurse, Jackie, might know, but Regina doubted that woman would tell her anything.
She stood and glanced out the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the Charles River; the sky was cloudy, but not dark enough to mean imminent rain. Good news. On rainy cold days, she couldn’t ride as far. Reaching overhead, she snagged a green mug by the handle and set it deftly on the white Corian countertop.
For the past year, her routine on Saturday mornings was always the same. She woke up, had a cup of coffee and a snack, and went for a ride around Boston. She loved the snap of the air on her face, the burn in her muscles as she pushed herself to go farther. Afterward she liked to sit in a different café and read, or go to a pub and have a pint and some fish and chips. She liked the feeling of being part of the hustle and bustle of people’s lives without the drama.
She couldn’t quite imagine Milton Shaw sitting quietly in a café reading. He attracted too much attention; he was too magnetic a presence. Anyone who spent time with him would be drawn into the energy that radiated from him. The idea nearly made her shudder. She didn’t want people looking at her, wondering about her, but she did miss the excitement she’d felt when he’d kissed her last night, the delicious tension that had tingled in her limbs and made heat gather between her legs.
Regina rubbed one foot over the other, and slid a single-serve coffee pod into her machine. She hadn’t felt that attracted to anyone in a long time. Both Celeste and Rose-Lindsey had been suggesting she get out more, date someone she found interesting. Milton Shaw was interesting, but he had ties to the hospital—powerful ties. And women like Celeste pursued him like feral cats after a rat. And he built software for people like that Andrei, people like her father. The cons definitely outweighed the pros here.
She muttered to herself as she added milk to her coffee and carried it into the living room area. Sitting on the end of the couch, next to Celeste’s feet, she set her coffee on the end table and gathered her iPad in her lap.
The cat—finished with his breakfast—jumped up and made himself comfortable, pushing her iPad out of the way. She readjusted, moving him to the side, and pulled up her journal. She’d been keeping it since her father had disappeared and thrown her world into chaos. She’d written about her grandmother’s illness, her mom’s withdrawal into drugs, and the persecution she’d experienced as the daughter of the man who’d stolen so much from so many.
Shortly after his indictment, reporters had started following her around. People cursed her, spat at her when she went into a store. When it became clear that he’d fled the country, the hostility toward her and her family had only gotten worse. She been attacked leaving the courthouse by a man who’d apparently lost everything. He’d repeatedly slapped her on one side of her face and then the other, demanding to know where her father was, until finally the police had dragged him away from her, but not before he’d given her a split lip, a bloody nose, and two black eyes.
She’d been injured before playing field hockey in high school, but no one had ever deliberately hurt her before that day. Absently, she reached up and touched the scar on her upper lip, where she’d had to have three stitches. No, dating Milton Shaw wasn’t worth the risk of being catapulted into the spotlight again.




SATURDAY MORNING, Milton jogged down the small set of stairs at the front of his brownstone, shrugging on his winter coat in a deft move. He’d intended to go to Harvard Square and practice his sleight of hand with the crowds there, but Roland had just gotten back from D.C. and had called and left a message asking him to come to work instead.
Shane was waiting at the curb as usual, the tailpipe of the limo sending up clouds of smoke, but upon seeing Milton, he stepped out and made his way around the front of the vehicle. He was wrapped in his thick wool coat, but he wasn’t wearing a hat, and his ears were tipped red from the cold.
“My mom would tell you that you’ll catch your death, not wearing a hat in weather like this.”
Shane shrugged. “My ma would say the same.”
Milton grinned. “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”
Shane looked around at the mushy gray snow and gray clouds. “Just beautiful. Roland’s called for you three times. He says you’ve forgotten your cell phone.”
“I haven’t.” Milton produced it from the pocket of his coat. “I’ll talk to him when I get to the office.”
Shane nodded and opened the door in the back.
Milton tapped his fingers restlessly and looked out the window. He’d continued to look into Regina Burke’s background last evening. Everything he’d read and seen of Dr. Burke indicated a woman who admired competence. The journal articles she’d written were well researched and precise, her tone even and clear. She was commended for her work at Harvard University. Her professors had described her as focused, hardworking, but she didn’t seem to have many friends. No Facebook page or any other social media, either, though he’d found her sister, Celeste.
He’d sent Celeste a friend request, and had been surprised and faintly disapproving when she friended him immediately. She didn’t post many photos of her with Regina, only one at a birthday party. She had given him Regina’s number, though, without any hesitation at all. He felt like maybe he should warn Regina about her sister, but thought it would end up being counterproductive.
He hadn’t found anything to give a clue as to what she liked, what she found attractive. Flowers. Women liked flowers. He bought flowers all the time. He frowned; it didn’t seem like enough. Diamonds? Jewelry? He supposed he could ask Roland. Roland was always giving women gifts. She had been rich before, was probably aware that having a ton of money didn’t mean much. Does that mean I shouldn’t buy her gifts?
Shane drove the limo with effortless skill, negotiating the narrow streets, avoiding pedestrians, parked cars, and bicyclists with ease. The offices of Accendo were located in a new glass-and-steel tower near Faneuil Hall Marketplace. A pub called the Hairy Lemon was located across the street, along with a Starbucks and a flower shop named Samara. Shane pulled into an empty space in front of the flower shop that was marked as a loading zone. Milton didn’t wait for Shane to get his door.
“I’ve got it.” Milton stepped lithely out of the limo, managing the icy sidewalk with a dancer’s grace.
He could see Maria shaking her head at him over the flowers in the shop window, her face caught somewhere between amusement and resignation.
“Maria,” he said, opening the door with one hand and removing his fedora with the other, letting it twirl to the tips of his fingers. He let it linger there a moment, watched her eyes follow the movement, then swept it across his body as he gave her a sweeping bow. “A pleasure to see you as always.”
Maria Sanchez, a matronly woman with dark hair and dark red lipstick, removed her reading glasses and set aside the paper she’d been reading. “Mr. Shaw, you know you can’t park there,” she said in an accent that slid between Costa Rica and Boston.
Milton straightened, and the hat, which had been in his hand, was gone, replaced by a bouquet of pink roses, their delicate petals barely unfurled.
Unimpressed, Maria folded her arms over her bosom. “Send your secretary, like everyone else. Don’t block my delivery van.”
Unconcerned, Milton gathered another bouquet. “It’s Saturday. Besides, then I wouldn’t get to see your smiling face.”
Maria sighed as she always did, as if she found him tiresome, but there was a twinkle in her eye.
Milton set the bouquets on her counter. He pointed at an enormous mixed bouquet of anemones and white winter roses. “Does that bouquet say, ‘I think you’re amazing’?”
She glanced down at the flowers, surprise clear on her face. “You have a girl?”
Milton shifted his feet. “Not exactly. Not yet.”
She pressed her lips together in an effort to conceal her smile, but she failed even as she gathered the bouquet in her generous arms. “Where am I sending it, and what is the lady’s name?”
He gave her Regina’s name and address and waited impatiently, absently twirling his hat to the tips of his fingers and making it disappear again. He wasn’t sure if she would be at the hospital today. He’d asked Jackie and had received a noncommittal grunt in reply, so he’d dug around for a few minutes online and found her home address.
She wrapped the other bouquet in wax-lined brown paper before handing it over to him.
“Any message?”
Milton frowned. What had she said at the hospital? Something about not trusting strange men and flowers or something. “ ‘I like surprising you with flowers. I’ll call you today.’ ” He wanted to make a study of her mouth, trace its shape with his fingertips and then his lips, but all that wouldn’t fit on the card.
“That’s different.” Maria poked out her bottom lip. “It’s good. It’s nice.”
“Okay. Say that, then. And put my name.”
“Okay, Mr. Shaw. Anything else?”
“Send the usual to my mother, white this time. Charge my account for both, please,” he told her, slipping the hat back on his head and blowing her a kiss.
Ten minutes later, he exited the elevator doors at the offices of Accendo, and stepped into the modern lobby. The floors were light gray Italian porcelain, the administrative assistants’ desk a glass-and-steel monstrosity that reminded Milton of a shiny insect. Black leather chairs and glass-and-steel tables constituted the other furniture. To his right, a glass door separated the executive offices from the lobby. Roland was standing there, looking at his watch as if Milton were late for something. It was Saturday, for God’s sake.
Milton removed his messenger bag and his coat, studying Roland’s face. Something was up; Milton wondered what he’d done now.
“Welcome back,” Milton offered. He hadn’t seen Roland in a week. He’d been in D.C., trying to convince the government to give them a little more time to test a new security software they were working on.
Roland snorted and crossed his arms over his chest. He was wearing a suit, something Italian, tailored and fitted to his wiry, lean frame, but he’d taken off the jacket, as he usually did, and rolled his sleeves up his forearms. A shiny gold Rolex gleamed on his wrist.
Milton had opted for jeans, a thermal undershirt, and boots, since he wasn’t going to perform today—may as well be comfortable. His jacket, a thick dark brown wool, and the fedora that gave him so many options for tricks were two of his standard winter choices.
Roland raised exasperated eyebrows over his deep-set light blue eyes. He had an expressive face with pale skin and well-defined cheekbones, but it was his eyes that held people’s attention. His dark hair was graying at the temples, though he was only thirty-eight, three years older than Milton. “Where the hell have you been? I got back from D.C. and James is telling me they’re waiting for you on an algorithm.” James was the VP of development. Owning the company hadn’t stopped Milton or Nick from designing software or writing code, but Roland spent most of his time managing the business, which was fine by Milton.
Milton grimaced. He’d intended to take care of it yesterday, before he’d left for the hospital, but he’d gotten caught up designing the new trick. “I’ll take care of it this morning.” Roland walked by him to go to the windows. Milton looked down at his watch, only to realize that it was gone.
He looked up and Roland was holding it up in front of his face. “It’s ten o’clock. Morning is almost over.”
Pursing his lips in admiration, Milton accepted the watch back. He’d studied and studied Roland . . . watching countless hours of film, and he hadn’t been able to master the perfection that seemed to come so naturally to his friend; it was like obfuscation and deception had been bred into his bones.
Milton glanced at the security cameras, thinking that if he could just capture how Roland did it, he’d be able to duplicate it. “I’m going to dump the security cameras,” he said. There were three in the room, one mounted above the elevator, one above Zach’s—their assistant’s—desk, and one above the windows on the wall facing his desk, pointed at the three offices.
“Milton, you may as well give up,” said Nick from the glass doors. “Roland is just flat-out sneakier than you are.”
Nick, wearing one of his usual fisherman’s sweaters and jeans, was frowning at Roland. Nick hated it when Roland played his little tricks on him; it messed with his tidy, organized world and his insistence that he be in control at all times.
Roland held up a hand. “Don’t get distracted. Go write code. We have to get that software working.”
Milton shrugged. Software was easy. Code was easy. People were difficult. “Sure. I will.”
Roland narrowed his eyes. “You’re thinking about something else. What is going on?”
Both Nick and Roland were staring at him. Milton shifted his bag on his shoulder and shoved his free hand into his pocket. Without even realizing he was doing it, he pulled out a coin and began rolling it over his knuckles. “Nothing.”
Roland and Nick exchanged a look. Milton scowled.
“How did the testing of the hospital security system go?” Roland pressed. He had the instincts of a damned detective.
“All testing passed,” Milton answered. “I’m going there on Monday to make sure all goes well.” Accendo had donated a new secure patient record system to the hospital, and even though Milton hadn’t participated in the design, he’d kept track of the progress.
“That’s dedicated of you,” Roland said, his eyes narrowed.
Milton shrugged. He made no secret of his dedication to the hospital. Roland and Nick knew why, and they supported all the time and money he gave. He was glad that his friends were willing to help him. But . . .
“Of course.” Milton made the coin disappear impatiently. “I want them to be happy with the software.”
“They should be,” Nick chimed in. “I think it’s pretty sweet, and I don’t even like messing with patient record systems.”
“Well, try to focus on the work for D.C., okay?”
Milton nodded, but his thoughts were already elsewhere. He knew she’d suggested he call her on Friday, but he was hoping to see her sooner. A visit to check on the testing of the new software at Boston Children’s was reason enough.
“Milton, are you listening?” Roland asked impatiently.
Milton glanced up, flashed a quick grin, and tossed the coin to Roland. Roland caught it in midair, but Milton was already brushing by him and Nick, headed toward the relative peace of his office.
“It’s a woman,” he heard Nick explain as he shut the door and Roland’s answering groan.




AFTER A TWO-HOUR BIKE RIDE, and an hour sitting in her favorite coffee shop, Regina came home to a quiet house. Celeste was no longer on the couch, but a brief check of her room showed she was asleep in her bed. Regina showered, changed into jeans and a sweater, and grabbed her purse, intending to go grocery shopping for the week. While she was pulling on her boots, the doorbell rang. Regina finished tugging on her boots and stood, hoping that Celeste hadn’t ordered a pizza for breakfast again.
She opened the door to an enormous bouquet of white roses and pretty white flowers with purple centers.
“Ms. Burke?”
“Yes, that’s me.” She took the clipboard that he handed her and signed for the bouquet, a vague feeling of dread filling her. She would bet anything they were from Milton Shaw. She’d suggested that she might see him on Friday, but he didn’t really seem like the patient type.
“Here you go.” The kid, dark-haired with a small mustache, handed her the bouquet with a wink.
Regina closed the door, carrying the flowers to the sink. She didn’t know quite what to do with them—she’d used her only vase for Corbin’s flowers and wasn’t sure it was big enough for this bouquet anyway.
“Who are those from?” Celeste asked, shuffling into the kitchen in her pajamas, her blond hair tousled. Her tone was just a little too knowing.
“I’m betting you know who they’re from,” Regina muttered.
“You should totally go out with him.” Celeste grabbed a coffee mug from the cupboard. “Not only is he ridiculously rich, he tips good, so he’s not an asshole.”
“Great. If I were a waitress or a whore, I’m sure I’d find that valuable advice.”
“God.” Celeste sniffed and loaded up the coffee machine. “What crawled up your ass and died?”
Regina ignored the comment. She was being a bitch. She’d behaved completely out of character, grinding herself against him, and it had felt so damn good. Damn it.
“Nothing. I need a bigger vase.”
“Use that pitcher with the big sunflower on it.”
It was a good idea. Setting the flowers down on the counter, Regina located the pitcher in a cabinet under the silverware. “Before I knew who he was, I told him I would likely see him on Friday. He doesn’t have my number,” she said, filling it with water.
Celeste made a noise that sounded like a bird with something caught in its throat.
“What?” Regina asked, removing the brown paper from the bouquet.
Celeste added some creamer to her coffee and stirred it meticulously before turning around, mug cupped in both her hands. “Well, it just so happens that he friended me on Facebook and asked me for your number.”
“And you gave it to him.” Regina stuffed the vase with a little more force than necessary, jabbing herself with a thorn. “Of course you did.”
Celeste rolled her eyes. “Quit acting like a drama queen. A rich, handsome man asked me for your number, and I gave it to him. You should thank me.”
Regina didn’t respond to that idiocy. Their father had been rich, handsome, and completely unprincipled. Other than his performing magic for kids at the hospital, she hadn’t seen any indication that Milton Shaw wouldn’t screw her over once he lost interest.
“Not all rich men are bastards, you know.” Celeste moved so that she was leaning on the counter next to Regina. “You’re too smart to think they are.”
Regina set the vase on the counter and eyed her sister. “I don’t think that. You’re too smart to think that a man with money is going to solve your problems.”
Rolling her eyes, Celeste straightened. “And that’s my cue. You know, sis, you used to be fun. Remember how we used to get the limo driver to take us into the city, and then we’d walk around for hours eating ice cream and shopping in those street markets?”
Regina had forgotten that. It had been shortly before her dad’s indictment, when she was fifteen and Celeste was about nine.
“I got in a fight with that girl,” Regina remembered. The little bitch had tried to pick her pocket.
Celeste grinned. “She didn’t know who she’d messed with.”
Regina felt her own lips quirk. She remembered how she’d been back then, fearless and spoiled, certain of her own power in the world. That girl seemed like a stranger.
“You should just have a little fun, and Milton Shaw looks like he’d be a lot of fun.”
Regina didn’t disagree, but she also didn’t think they had much in common, or that dating him was worth the risk of getting dragged into the public eye again. But he definitely seemed like fun, and fun had been missing from her life for a long time.
“I’ll think about it,” she muttered.
Celeste grinned. “Good. And if you decide you aren’t interested, let him know that I’m available.”
“Ugh.” Regina shoved her sister. “You are as crazy as a house rat.”
Celeste tilted her head to the side with an arrogant pout. “As long as the house is a mansion, I don’t care.”




THERE WERE SKETCHES of her strewn across Milton’s desk, most of them of her face, or just her lips, but there were some with her tied, arms over her head, against a post. She was wearing something like a bathing suit, only it was sparkly and had a garter belt. He often sketched designs for his tricks. He preferred black and white and had a faintly anime style that he’d learned from comic books.
Tapping his pencil against the drawing of her lips, he pushed away from his desk and traded his pencil for a stress ball. He tossed it in the air, but made it seem like it disappeared before he could catch it. The ball appeared again in his other hand.
He had her number, but she hadn’t given it to him. He hadn’t called her, because he wanted her to get the flowers before he did that. He hadn’t been able to concentrate on the project for Roland, not when all he could think about was her mouth.
With a flick of his wrist, Milton made a flower—just like the one he’d pinned to Regina Burke’s chest—appear in his hand. He set it next to a framed photograph of his family and stepped back to his desk to pick up his phone. He held it for a moment and then called Shane.
“Yes, boss.”
“Shane. Can you pull the car around?”
“I’ll be there in five minutes.”
“Thanks.” Milton snapped his phone shut. He wasn’t going to call her and give her the chance to tell him no. He wanted to see her. Now he just had to get out of the office without Roland jumping on his case.
Nick appeared in his door holding a rope tied in an intricate knot. “I think I figured out how to . . .” He paused. “What’s up?”
Milton grabbed his jacket and scarf from the back of his chair. “I’ll be back a little later, okay?”
Nick looked doubtful. “Roland’s going to be pissed.”
“He’ll get over it.”
Nick shrugged. “Probably. Is it that female doc from Friday?”
Milton paused in the act of shrugging on his jacket. Had he been that obvious at the hospital? “Yeah,” he said with a grin.
A small smile curled the corner of Nick’s mouth. “Good luck, man.”
“Thanks.” Milton grabbed his messenger bag and dashed past Nick. He took the stairs instead of the elevator, heading down quickly to keep Roland from trying to stop him.
The icy air hit Milton with a slap as he left the building, but he ignored it, dashing toward the limo, which was pulled up to the curb and idling. He threw open the door and ducked inside quickly.
“Whew. Thanks, Shane.”
“Where are we going?”
Milton rattled off Regina Burke’s address.
“Let me know when we’re a couple minutes away.”
“Sure, boss. Whatever you want.”

Around two o’clock in the afternoon, Regina left her loft and headed to the corner grocery, a small organic market and food store run by a local family. The prices were high, but Regina didn’t have to walk or bike far in the snow, so she considered it well worth the expense.
She picked up some items for the week: salad, chicken, flour, chocolate, milk, and coffee. She’d had a craving for chicken and dumplings lately.
Her phone remained silent, though she half expected to get a call from Milton Shaw any minute.
The older woman behind the checkout counter, Eugenia, smiled at her widely, revealing sparking dentures. “Well, hello, doc. You’re looking fit as ever.”
“Thank you, Eugenia.”
Waving off any thanks, the lady began scanning her groceries. “Every time I see you here, I’m surprised there’s no man in your life.”
Since they frequently had this conversation, Regina wasn’t sure how the woman could be surprised at this point, but she wasn’t going to say anything. “Haven’t found the right one, I suppose.”
“The right one—bah. Just find one you can stand in bed.”
This was new. “Oh, yeah? That’s all it takes?”
Eugenia shrugged her bony shoulders. “That’ll be forty-two twenty.”
Regina handed her two twenties and a five.
Eugenia wasn’t finished talking, though. “Well, no, not if you’re talking about marriage. Then you want a man with a good job who is kind to his mother. But for a little fun . . . sure. Why not?”
Taking her receipt, Regina smiled at the woman, who meant well, after all. “You might be right, Eugenia. I’ll think about it.”
Eugenia cackled. “Well, good. Let me know how it goes.”
Smiling patiently, Regina gathered her bags and left the store, knowing that they would likely have a similar conversation next weekend. She pushed the glass door to the shop open with her shoulder and sucked in her breath in surprise at the slap of cold air coming off the Charles River. The sky was overcast again and just dark enough to promise a little rain. She hoped it held off until she got home. The walk wasn’t far, only ten minutes or so, but it was long enough in this weather, and if it started raining she’d be screwed.
She wasn’t that lucky. She’d gone half a block when the rain started pouring in earnest. She tried to cover the groceries as best she could with her coat, but she had a feeling that her flour was going to be mush by the time she got back to the loft.
Cursing, she started to jog, but came to a surprised halt when a limo pulled up to the curb next to her. The back door opened, and Milton Shaw, wearing jeans and a cream-colored shirt, waved at her. “Get in before you freeze to death.”
Regina hesitated—just for a second, because she wasn’t stupid; she knew a godsend when she saw one—and then hurried over to the limo.
He got out and took her bags and then gestured for her to get in ahead of him, his dark hair already plastered to his head.
She ducked inside the warm, leather-smelling interior, and couldn’t help but think of her childhood, of having her dad’s driver take her and Celeste to McDonald’s when her father was out of town.
Milton followed her, setting her bags on the floor of the limo, and took a seat next to her, his large body tantalizingly warm next to hers. She looked at him, and found him staring back at her.
The driver called through the partition, “Uh, boss? Are we still headed to the lady’s house?”
“Yes,” Regina answered.
“Actually, drive around for a little first, Shane.”
“You got it,” Shane answered. He prudently rolled up the partition between them as well.
Milton hadn’t looked away from her face to give that particular order. Rain dripped from his dark hair onto the planes of his cheeks, his bold nose, and down his chin. She started to snap at him that she wanted to be taken home immediately, but the look in his eyes halted her.
She swallowed and licked her lips, tasting rainwater, and his gaze followed the motion.
“You’re wet,” he murmured, and Regina felt her cheeks blaze with color. How does he know that?
“Here.” He pulled open a cabinet door in the side of the limo and produced a bath towel, fluffy and deep gray, and handed it to her. “Take off your coat and dry off.”
Oh, he means from the rain. Yeah, she was that, too. Regina removed her coat and immediately began drying her face and hair, hiding her red cheeks as best she could. “You always carry towels in your limo?”
He grinned, a quick flash of white teeth that dazzled her for a moment. “Ever since I started performing, I’ve kept towels handy. They’re good for water, blood, you name it.”
Regina finished drying herself off, and tried to hand the towel to him. He was as wet as she was, but he waved it away.
“Take it,” she ordered. “You’re soaked, too.”
He took it, but he didn’t dry his face with it. He just held it and continued to stare at her mouth.
“Fine, give it to me.” She took it from him and dried his face, pressing the towel against his forehead, his eyes, forcing him to close them.
He caught her wrist with one strong hand, and removed the towel from her suddenly still fingers. He bent his head slightly over her hand, and seemed to breathe in deeply. His eyes were still closed. His fingers loosened around her wrist, and her hand slid through his, their damp fingers sliding together. He caught her hand before it could slip away completely, and pressed his lips to the pulse in her wrist.
Regina gasped, and it was as if time slowed, as if all that existed was the faint gray light coming through the windows, the smell of the rain and clean cotton, and the feel of his lips brushing her sensitive skin. His eyes opened, dark blue and burning. Regina thought it was a trick, that he could make his eyes blaze like that, but then he was kissing her, and she strained against him, the towel pressed between them as they tried to get closer together. He tasted like mints and coffee, sweet and complex at the same time, and she wanted more.
She went to her knees on the seat, so that her head was above his, and she gripped his cheeks, feeling the rough stubble on the planes of his face. He moved, taking her legs out from under her so that she was on her back on the seat and he was above her, and her wrists were just as suddenly pinned over her head.
He held her and let his eyes wander over her face, her lips, her heaving breasts. She glanced down, not surprised to see that her nipples were hard.
“I want you like this, held like this, and I want to touch every inch of you, draw every inch of you.”
“Draw me?” she whispered.
“Yes,” he whispered, kissing the corner of her mouth. “Draw you as if you are on stage. Draw you as the inspiration for my magic.”
“Maybe I don’t want to be the inspiration for anything.”
His smile flashed again, and his gaze traveled down to her breasts, taut and clearly outlined by her shirt. “You can’t help it.”
He kissed her again, tracing her lips with his tongue, and Regina shivered, pressing her lips harder against his and kissing him back as best she could without her hands, arching insistently up against him.
“You have to admit we have chemistry,” he said with a gasp, pulling away from her mouth. His gaze fell on her heaving chest.
“Shut up,” Regina ordered. “Kiss me again.”
He did, swooping down to take her mouth again with unbridled enthusiasm and plenty of skill. When he pulled away a second time, she made a sound of acute frustration.
He swallowed, his eyes dark in his face. “I think we’re here.”
Regina stared at him for a moment, but then his words registered. The car had stopped moving. He was on top of her, his hard body pinning her to the seat. He was deliciously heavy and warm.
Shane’s voice came through the intercom, “We’re here, boss.”
“Has it stopped raining?”
“Mostly.”
Milton’s thumb stroked her wrist. “I wish you lived across town. Then I could do this.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “This.” He kissed one cheek and then the other. “And, of course, this.” He traced her lips with his tongue. “I could do that for hours. Your mouth is perfect, with that plump bottom lip and this tiny scar.”
He took her mouth again, but Regina turned her face away, unnerved by his mention of the scar.
“I need to get going,” she said. She wanted out of this limo and as far away from him as possible. Why did this man make her behave so completely out of character?
Both his face and his grasp on her wrist tightened briefly, but then he let her go. “Let me walk you to your door at least.”
He sat up, a visible restlessness pervading every inch of his body, and his fingers were twitching again, as if performing an invisible trick. She hurriedly sat upright, putting on her coat as if it were a shield.
“All right,” Regina said, giving in—she wanted out of the limo, away from the smell of arousal and rain and leather. She was never going to be able to get in a limo again without getting turned on.
“Great,” he said. “I’ll be right back, Shane.”
“All right.”
Milton opened the door and stepped outside, holding out a hand to help her from the car.
She handed him one of the grocery bags instead and helped herself out. The rain had indeed stopped, but the clouds looked ready to spill again at any moment.
He shut the door to the limo and looked at her, humor making the corners crinkle. “Well, that was the most fun I’ve ever had in the limo.”
Regina shook her head and moved around him, marching in the direction of her loft. The sooner she got indoors and away from him, the sooner she’d be able to think clearly again.
After a few minutes, she realized he wasn’t following and turned around. He was standing where she’d left him, his eyes fixed on her rear end, and she groaned and turned around again, aware of his gaze with every step.




MILTON MADE SURE HIS COAT WAS CLOSED, concealing his current predicament, and followed behind Regina, holding her groceries in one arm. Her perfect little ass twitched at him as she marched away, and he had to hurry to catch up with her before she reached the gated staircase that led to her loft.
“Can I take you to lunch?” he asked finally, wishing his hands were free.
She slid him a glance that he couldn’t quite make out, but it didn’t look promising. “No, I’ve had enough insanity for one day.”
“Insanity. That’s what you call that?” He called it magic, but to each his own. He did feel a little crazy, out of control, like he’d just survived a trick that had gone wildly awry.
“Yes,” she said firmly, just as they arrived at the stairs leading up to her loft apartment. “That’s exactly what I call it.”
She stopped and faced him. “Thank you for the ride home.” Her eyes widened briefly for no reason that he could tell, but after a moment she swallowed and set her jaw. “I’ll take that bag.”
Milton glanced at the bag of groceries he carried. He’d intended to insist on taking them up to her apartment, hoping that it wouldn’t take much convincing to get her to take off her clothes. She seemed to guess what he intended, however, and was just as determined to make sure that he didn’t set one foot across her threshold.
“All right,” he said, handing the bag over and shoving his hands in his pockets. “If I call you tonight, will you answer?”
She paused with her foot on the first step. “I’ll answer. But you should know, Mr. Shaw, I’m not going to go out with you. Not for lunch, or dinner, or coffee.” It felt ridiculous to hear her call him Mr. Shaw. She’d kissed him. Technically, she’d made out with him.
Agitated, Milton removed three small balls from his pocket and began juggling them with one hand. “Why not?” He made one of them seem to change color, and then another, and another, until there seemed to be a swirling rainbow of color in his hand.
She watched the trick with wide eyes, her mouth falling open a little, and Milton knew that at least some part of her was fascinated by the idea of magic. Some part of her wanted to be fascinated, wanted to be tricked, and if she gave in to that interest, even a little, she would be his, he just knew it. He stopped, making all the balls disappear, and waited for her response.
She blinked rapidly and took a startled breath. Shaking her head slightly, she turned away from him and quickly jogged up the steps. “I’m just not interested, Mr. Shaw. Find someone who is. I’m sure there’s a line of woman dying to be your inspiration.”
Milton shoved his hands in his pockets and watched her climb the steps. If this was disinterested, God help him if she ever decided she really wanted him. He was liable to start writing bad poetry and building avatars that looked like her.
Whistling softly, to no particular tune, he strolled back toward the street, where Shane waited. He might just do that, anyway, but he didn’t think it would convince her to go out with him. So what would?
“Sir?” Shane said gruffly.
“Yeah.” Milton nodded and walked around the limo to the back passenger seat, getting in quickly. Shane had left the car running, so it was warm, but Milton didn’t pay that much attention to it. Shane opened the partition and met Milton’s gaze in the rearview mirror.
“The office?” he asked, his South Boston accent making the word sound like “ahhfice.”
Milton nodded, then shook his head. “No, Harvard Square.”
He didn’t have to explain to Shane why he wanted to go to Harvard Square, an intersection across from Harvard Yard popular with buskers and street performers. Shane knew that if Milton was headed there, he intended to perform. It was about lunchtime, and even in the cold, the businesspeople, tourists, and college kids would be out and about watching the shows. There was snow on the ground, but it had stopped raining . . . mostly.
“You’ll freeze,” Shane pointed out. A man of few words, Shane, and always to the point.
Milton nodded.
Shane headed northeast, toward Beacon Hill, while Milton pulled out his phone and texted a friend of his, a private investigator named Burris Miller, a ridiculously tall man who liked to make beer. A former cop turned tech junkie, he did most of his sleuthing over the Internet. He didn’t give the man any details, just a name, Carter Burke, and a question mark. Burris would figure it out.
He wasn’t sure it was a smart idea to see if he could find Regina Burke’s father, but he was curious if he could. The man had used his encryption software to evade the government and steal millions. Milton was interested to see if he could get it back. And if he could . . . maybe Regina would think well of him.
The thought plagued him as Shane drove toward Harvard Square. Milton pulled out a small black mask and a top hat from another cabinet in the limo, and held both in one hand. When they were a few blocks away from the square, he had Shane pull up to a corner a few blocks away so he could walk the rest of the way, not putting on the mask or the hat until he was closer.
Regina Burke and her beautiful mouth lingered in his head as he negotiated with a sharp-eyed kid running a game of three-card monte for a small table and an extra deck of cards. He hadn’t brought a table or any of his normal supplies, so he’d have to rely on sleight of hand for most of the tricks. It wasn’t his best skill—Roland was actually much better—but it would do, especially today, when his mind was occupied with thoughts of the beautiful doctor.
He shuffled the cards rapidly in his hands, then made one levitate, grabbing it out of the air as if keeping it from escaping. He pretended not to notice the glances he received, and unlike the kid, he didn’t keep up a constant patter. He smoothly moved into another trick, spreading the cards like a fan and then pretending to drop them, scattering cash instead, much to the delight of the audience.
A small group of women bundled tightly against the weather stopped to watch him, their cheeks pink from the cold.
“Ladies.” He swept them a bow. “You look like visitors to Boston. Are you sightseeing?”
They nodded, already smiling in response to the gleaming white grin he bestowed on them.
“Well, I’d like to try something I’ve never tried before; if I mess up, I never have to see you again, right? You’re not staying in Boston?”
They promised they weren’t.
“Okay, then. I’m good at card tricks, pretty good, but not at mind reading. I have a piece of paper here, and a pencil. I’d like to try it, just this once. Can I read one of your minds?”
“You can read mine,” an older woman with a healthy bosom and bright green eyes volunteered and laughed bawdily.
Milton wagged a finger at her. “None of that, this is a clean show. I want you to think of a shape, any shape, and concentrate on it. Hold that image in your mind.”
She nodded and Milton pretended to concentrate, then he bent and seemed to scribble something on the back of the receipt from Uncle Pete’s. He held up the receipt so the women couldn’t see the side he’d pretended to write on.
“What shape did you imagine?”
She smirked at him. “An octagon.”
He smiled and opened his opposite hand to distract them and quickly drew an octagon on the paper with a small piece of graphite taped to his thumb. As soon as he finished, he flipped the paper around. They gasped and laughed, delighted, and he took a small bow again.
The key was opening the palm of his right hand while he wrote. Their eyes had followed the motion and their brains had missed the hasty scribbling of his thumb—an octagon, most people chose triangle. There was always a key to misdirection, and Roland had taught him all of them. Milton was simply glad he’d timed everything correctly. He’d been thinking about the perfect curve of Regina Burke’s lips. Why wouldn’t she go out with him? What could he do to convince her?
Startled by his own distraction, he shuffled the cards quickly, and moved smoothly into his next trick, a complicated card trick matching red and black suits of cards without seeming to do anything.
He laid the cards out quickly; it would have to be something she cared about, something more important to her than whatever was keeping her from going out with him. He refused to believe she wasn’t attracted to him. No woman let you hold her down and kiss the shit out of her if she wasn’t attracted. At least, he didn’t think they did.
Other than his best friends, Roland and Nick, and his mother, not many people knew about the stubborn streak that ran through Milton Shaw. Once he’d made up his mind, it was made up, and very little could be done to change it. That kind of focus made him a brilliant programmer, and an excellent magician, but his brains didn’t seem to help when it came to women. He was too intense, they said. Of course, not many women had said that since he’d become insanely wealthy. Now it didn’t matter how intense he was—if he crooked a finger, beautiful women came, and they were willing to do anything.
Not her, he thought and smiled, looking down at the board. The cards were grouped together by color and his audience was clapping in admiration. I want her. To Milton it was that simple, and that dangerous.




“AND THEN HE JUST KIND OF GRABBED ME and it was like I’d been drugged. I wanted him and couldn’t think about anything else,” Regina finished with a somewhat deflated sigh. It was Sunday morning, and Regina hadn’t slept well. Milton Shaw had indeed called her, and, just as she’d promised, she’d turned him down. He didn’t seem to be giving up, though. He’d sent her more flowers this morning.
“Wow.” Her therapist, Rose-Lindsey Cooper, fanned herself. “That was great. I wish I had some popcorn and a margarita.”
“Rose-Lindsey,” Regina chided. “My therapy sessions are not supposed to be entertainment.”
Shrugging, Rose-Lindsey adjusted herself in the flowery armchair that she preferred. She was a large woman with an affection for turtleneck sweaters and knitted hats. She was prone to knitting during their session, though Regina supposed they could hardly be called sessions when Rose-Lindsey didn’t actually work as a counselor any longer and Regina didn’t pay her. The rest of Regina’s friends had abandoned her when her father had stolen all that money and disappeared. Some people had stayed loyal, but none more so than Rose-Lindsey, who’d been her counselor at sixteen and had remained a good friend, even after Regina no longer had any money and was struggling through medical school, even after she’d quit counseling and opened up a shop that sold knitwear and beautiful sweaters.
They met at Rose-Lindsey’s home in Back Bay, a tidy one-story in an older neighborhood, where she lived with her longtime partner, an artistic woman named Leena.
She frowned a little, thinking about how long they’d known each other. “Rose-Lindsey, why have you kept seeing me all these years?”
Rose-Lindsey blinked at the abrupt change of topic. After a moment, she gathered her knitting from the basket at her side. “I don’t know that I ever actually thought about it,” she mused. “Before your father disappeared with all that money, you were a fairly normal teenager. A little intense at times, as your father could be, but so charming that I don’t think most people even noticed.”
Regina’s frown deepened. “I was charming?”
Pursing her lips, Rose-Lindsey nodded. “But then the Feds were at the door, your mom abdicated all responsibility for you or your sister, and you just changed. I’ve never seen anyone adapt so quickly or so abruptly to complete and utter devastation, but you did. Suddenly, you were serious, almost grim.”
Regina grimaced. That had not exactly been her favorite moment in life. She barely remembered it, actually. She’d just done what had to be done to take care of her mother and her sister.
“Everyone dumped us,” Regina muttered. “Our attorneys, the accountants, everyone. I’ve never felt so ashamed or so low in my life. And then that man who attacked me. I’d never been hit before, not like that.”
“I know.” Rose-Lindsey nodded.
“He just kept yelling at me, ‘Where is your father?’ ”
“Do you still have the dreams?”
Regina shook her head. “No, not in at least a year.”
“Good. You’re a lot tougher than you were then. At the time, I thought you’d quit and find a man to take care of you. You were as beautiful then as you are now.”
Scowling, Regina stood up to pace. “You thought that about me?”
The needles clacked rhythmically in time to Rose-Lindsey’s answer. “At the time I did—you were sixteen and spoiled—but when you didn’t give in, I found myself wanting to make sure you made it.”
She had helped, Regina realized. She wasn’t sure she would have been able to handle the stress of it all if it hadn’t been for Rose-Lindsey’s support.
“I’m grateful,” she said finally.
“Oh, it’s been my pleasure,” Rose-Lindsey protested, her voice gruff, “especially now that I get to hear juicy stories about handsome billionaires.”
“God,” Regina said, sitting abruptly on the floral couch. “Here’s the thing . . . I look at him, even when he’s acting like a magician—and I can just see the kink, you know? He looks at me and I just know he’s thinking about tying me up, or making me stand on stage while he sticks swords through me.”
“Hee-hee,” Rose-Lindsey chuckled. “I bet that’s not all he wants to stick in you.”
Regina scowled at her. “He’s so weird, though. A billionaire, and he’s running around the children’s hospital. He’s abrupt and doesn’t seem to know how to take no for an answer.”
“Are you afraid of him?” Rose-Lindsey paused in her knitting, a frown line between her eyes.
Regina thought about Milton Shaw, about the look in his eyes when he spoke to her, admiration mixed with lust, and knew that she wasn’t afraid of him, but she kind of liked that he didn’t want to take no for an answer. It was flattering in a way . . . and the man could kiss. That was the truth.
“No, not afraid.” Regina fiddled with the ends of her scarf. “The thing is, ever since you started making me write in that journal, even before I knew he was Milton Shaw, I was fantasizing about him, about what it would be like to be on stage, you know, while he performed tricks on me.”
“Ooh, Regina. I never knew you were so kinky.”
Groaning, Regina laid her head back on the couch. “I know. It’s stupid, but there’s something about him when he moves, and he’s different on stage, smooth and at ease, and it’s almost like he doesn’t care that I know he’s stripping me naked with his eyes.”
“So what’s the problem?” Rose-Lindsey’s knitting needles were moving faster. “Why not see where it goes?”
“Because I hate feeling so out of control, and because . . .” Regina struggled, not knowing how to put into words the chill it put in her bones to find out that Shaw the Magician was Milton Shaw. “Because he’s Milton Shaw. He’s wealthy, beyond wealthy, and he and his friends helped make software that assists criminals. Encryption and security, mostly.”
“So let me get this straight: A gorgeous billionaire wants you, and you’re telling him no because his software has been used for evil?”
“It’s not just that. It’s the publicity. I don’t want anyone following me with cameras again. I sound like a bitch with a stick up my ass, don’t I?” Regina said with a sigh. “I think mostly I don’t like how attracted I am to him.”
“I’m not surprised.” Rose-Lindsey laughed. “The men you date would bore anyone to tears. After all those years of repression, a little wild was bound to come out.”
Regina picked up the teacup on the table in front of her and took a sip of the strongly brewed Earl Grey. “A little wild is not coming anywhere. Wild is staying just where it is.”
“Well, then you probably won’t be coming anytime soon,” Rose-Lindsey muttered, deadpan, and Regina choked on her tea. Little did she know that Regina had come just dreaming about the damn magician.
“Why don’t you just have a little fun with him, you know, play with him a while and then cut him loose. There’s no reason to date him, just . . .” Rose-Lindsey seemed to be searching for the word. “. . . enjoy yourself.”
Regina blinked and set down her teacup. Now Rose-Lindsey sounded like Celeste. It seemed like forever since she had just enjoyed herself. Beyond forever. She couldn’t remember when she wasn’t working her ass off to become a doctor, or working her ass off as a doctor. She didn’t even have any real girlfriends, just Rose-Lindsey, but it wasn’t like they saw each other socially. There hadn’t been time for social.
“Maybe,” Regina said slowly, “it’s not a bad idea to try and enjoy myself more, experiment a little, but Milton Shaw is trouble. He’s associated with the hospital and has too many ties to my working life. If I’m going to experiment, it’s should be with someone no one knows but me.”
“Well,” Rose-Lindsey said, setting aside her knitting needles, “good luck, I suppose, although I think you should give him a chance. The man doesn’t sound all bad.”
“He’s not all bad,” Regina agreed, thinking of how he’d performed for the kids. “But he’s bad enough, and definitely bad for me.”
Rose-Lindsey sighed wistfully. “Those are always the best kind.”




LIGHT FROM THE SUN SINKING through the lead glass of the windows in his home office woke Milton on Sunday morning. He’d fallen asleep with his cheek pressed against a drawing of Regina’s lips. His computer screen was dark, but it hadn’t been, up until around 5:00 a.m. He wiggled his mouse and the screens came to life, revealing one of the results of his night’s endeavors: an email to the board of directors at Boston Children’s Hospital.
In it, he explained that he wanted to put on a benefit—a magic show—and that he’d very much like Dr. Burke to assist him. He’d gone so far as to imply that all funding would be taken away if Dr. Burke didn’t assist him, which wasn’t true, but he thought that it sounded motivating.
He’d made the decision to force her to spend time with him. Not his finest moment, but he didn’t see any other way to convince her.
He stood and jogged back down the hall and up the stairs. He was barefoot and bare-chested, wearing a pair of flannel sleep pants his mother had bought him. The sound of the front door opening had him pausing at the top of the steps.
A bucket appeared first, followed by graying black hair pulled back into a tight bun. His housekeeper, Mrs. Beechum. He’d forgotten she’d be arriving now.
“Good morning, Mrs. Beechum,” he called down, and the old woman glanced up, her enormous glasses magnifying her brown eyes.
“Mr. Shaw,” she said, sounding startled, blinking at his bare chest. “Good morning.”
“I’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes.”
She waved a hand. “Take your time. I’ll start in the kitchen.”
Since he didn’t cook often and rarely ate at home, his kitchen didn’t take that long to clean. Same went for the rest of the rooms in the house, except his workshop on the third floor, which he forbade her to clean, anyway.
“Great,” he said, turning away, but paused when she called after him.
“Your mother says to call her.”
Milton sighed and nodded. He hadn’t gone to visit his mom in weeks, and the anniversary of his brother’s death was coming up. He hired Mrs. Beechum to clean his mom’s house as well, and the two women had struck up a friendship that generally seemed to revolve around his lack of a wife, poor church attendance, and terrible eating habits. He’d have to remember to put away the drawings of Regina Shaw in his office, or he’d have to explain why he was drawing pictures of a woman tied up and nearly naked as well.
Fifteen minutes later, he was dressed and on his way downstairs. Today was Shane’s day off, so he was driving himself to the office. He’d texted Nick to meet him, wanting to work on the designs he’d come up with for the benefit he had in mind.
His car, a deep green Bentley that he kept in the garage behind the brownstone, came to life with a roar. He grinned, enjoying the sound enormously. He didn’t usually drive, but he loved it, loved the feel of the powerful engine as he pressed on the gas, loved the speed.
In less than half the time it would take a normal person, Milton pulled into the garage at the offices of Accendo. He only saw one other car, a silver Audi—Roland’s—and knew that Nick either hadn’t gotten his text or he’d ignored it. Nick drove a Subaru Outback and tended to scorn Roland and Milton’s taste for expensive cars.
Milton wondered if he should get an Outback or some other nondescript vehicle. Maybe then Regina Burke would take a ride with him. A ride. He’d like to take her for a ride on his cock. He wanted that mouth around it, those perfect lips clamping around him while she watched him with those dark eyes. He was still thinking about her mouth as he stepped onto the elevator. He wanted the chance to have her in his arms again, to touch her as much as he liked.
If she’s around me for this benefit,
will she kiss me again? Can I remove her bra without her noticing?
Maybe . . . Her breasts were not big, but they were nicely rounded. He lusted to touch them, weigh them in the palm of his hands.
“Milton?” Roland stepped into the entryway and snapped on the light, making Milton blink.
“Hey, Roland, have you ever removed a woman’s bra without her noticing?”
Roland’s eyebrows shot to his forehead, and he choked out, “You know, Milton, most people start with ‘good morning.’ ”
Milton scowled. “Good morning. Have you?”
Roland ran a hand through his hair and gave Milton a devilish half smile. “I have, but I don’t recommend it unless the woman is yours. Women don’t have much of a sense of humor when it comes to disappearing undergarments.”
Milton saw how that could be a problem. “Yes,” he said, frowning, “but can you show me how it’s done?”
Roland stared at him. “You want me to show you how I’d take a bra off a woman without her noticing?”
Milton nodded.
“How do you propose we do that?” Roland was half smiling again. “Not many woman would be willing to try the experiment.”
That’s true. They needed a willing woman. Or a dummy. “What about a dummy?”
“Bring a mannequin here into work, dress her in a bra, and practice removing it?” Roland laughed out loud.
Milton ignored the reference to Weird Science. “We don’t have to bring it to the office. We could—”
Roland help up a hand to cut him off. “Wait. Just wait a second. If you really want to do this, I’ll get a woman to volunteer—”
“Great,” Milton jumped in, not the least bit surprised at Roland’s confidence. Roland always had women who seemed to be willing to do just about anything.
“But,” Roland continued before Milton could cut him off again, “you have to finish working on the algorithm for development. Deal?”
“Deal,” Milton agreed. “I’ll have it done in twenty minutes. Can you have a woman here by then?”
Roland shook his head—at what, Milton wasn’t sure. “Yeah, Milton, I can have a woman here by then.”
“Good,” Milton said. “And I’m going to host a benefit for the hospital, a magic show for the kids. You have to help. And Nick, too.”
“Can we talk about this?” Roland folded his arms over his chest.
“Of course we can talk about it. We’re going to have to plan it out. Go call the woman you know.”
Roland sighed as Milton hurried past him into his office.

Twenty minutes later, Milton finished the code he’d been fiddling with for several weeks. He’d lost interest as soon as he’d seen Regina, but now, with plenty of motivation, he resolved the issue that had been thwarting him.
“Done,” he shouted out of his office. He’d heard the chimes above the elevator ring a few minutes earlier and Roland’s deep voice talking to a higher, lighter one.
It was still morning, but only just barely. He’d thought Roland would call one of his many women, but when he left his office and stepped into the lobby, he was surprised to see Blake Webster, her long blond hair pulled up in a bun, her pale cheeks pink from the cold.
“Blake,” he said, stopping. “Roland called you?”
She chuckled. “Please, Milton, what other woman would agree to help you fools take her bra off on a Sunday?” She had a deep, throaty voice like Kathleen Turner, but it hadn’t always been that way. She’d be strangled once, by her boyfriend, a bastard named Keenan Shy—a bastard who also happened to be one of Roland’s cousins.
He supposed she had a point, but she was his friend. She was Roland’s friend. The idea of taking her bra off without her noticing seemed weird at the very least. “Roland did tell you what I want?”
She rolled her eyes, stripped off her thick pink scarf, and unbuttoned her coat. She tossed the scarf and the coat over the back of the admin’s chair and paused to sniff the roses in the vase on the desk.
“These smell amazing,” she said, flashing Milton a smile. “Stop frowning, Milton. I don’t know why you want to take some woman’s bra off without her realizing it, but I’m willing to play along.”
Still frowning, Milton nodded. Maybe this is a bad idea. It had been a whim mostly, but he liked the challenge.
“Well,” Blake said, rubbing her hands together. “Let’s do this. I didn’t put on my best bra for nothing.” Laughing, she turned on her heel and walked out of the room toward Milton’s office. 
Blake was a tall, slender woman who looked more like she belonged on a beach in California than in a Boston winter. She had blond, stick-straight hair, long legs, and large breasts. Men flocked to her, but it seemed like she was only ever attracted to the ones who were the worst for her. He, Roland, and Nick had met her at the bar near the MIT campus where she’d been working as a waitress when they were students, and they’d all been friends ever since.
The two men followed her into Milton’s office. Blake was looking at his bookshelves, picking up the small pieces of evidence of tricks that had failed. She paused at a photograph of his family, holding it gently in her pale, slender fingers.
Milton tensed, fishing a coin out of his pocket. She watched him, friendly understanding in her gaze.
“He would have been thirty-two this year, wouldn’t he?”
She was asking about Milton’s little brother, William, who’d died when he was ten years old and Milton was twelve. She knew about it because he’d gone to the bar where she worked and gotten raging drunk on his brother’s birthday. Raging drunk to the point that he’d attempted to perform on top of the bar, so obliterated that he’d barely been able to stand. Blake had called Roland and Nick and the two men had managed to wrestle Milton into a booth. He didn’t remember it, but apparently he’d told them the story of his brother, and why he’d started working with magic.
He rubbed the coin in his pocket and shifted his feet. He didn’t drink like that anymore. No more than a glass of wine or two on occasion.
“You know I don’t talk about that, Blake.” He wasn’t angry; he knew she meant well. She always meant well, but he didn’t talk about his brother, ever.
“I know,” she said, and placed the picture back on the shelf. “It’s a great picture.”
Milton relaxed and let the coin drop back into his pocket. “Thanks, Blake.”
“No problem. You want to tell me why you want to take off some woman’s bra without her noticing?”
“I want her. I want to know her.”
Blake blinked. “And you think that’s the way to go? Taking off her clothes without her knowing it?”
Milton shrugged. “Probably not. Now I’m just curious if I can do it.”
Blake seemed thoughtful for a moment, a small frown between her eyes, but then she half smiled. “It might work. Depends on how you go about it, I imagine. And whether she likes you back.”
And there was the problem. Milton didn’t know if Regina liked him or not. She turned him down, but she’d kissed him.
Roland came into the room then, shutting the door behind him. Frustration turned down the corners of his mouth.
“You finished the algorithm?” he asked Milton.
“I did,” Milton answered. “So show me.”
Roland didn’t attempt to charm Blake or distract her. “Come over here and just stand like I’m talking to you.”
He turned to Milton. “The key is to manage to wrap your arms around her. You’ll need a reason she won’t suspect. This is really better with a team, someone to cause a distraction.”
A team, Milton considered. He could enlist one of the kids and maybe not tell the kid why he wanted to put his arms around Dr. Burke, but he thought maybe it was inappropriate. A little inappropriate. Maybe one of the nurses?
He watched Roland remove Blake’s bra three times, each time without her realizing it until the bra was gone, and then he attempted the trick. He managed to remove it without her noticing on the third try.
“And I’ve got big tits,” Blake added, holding up her purple bra. “So it’s really impressive.” She gave Roland a mock flirtatious look. “Maybe you should start a school, Roland.”
A knock sounded on the door, but it opened before anyone could say anything. Nick, his blue eyes blazing, stepped inside the room and took in the sight before him. Milton standing next to Blake, Blake with her bra hanging from one fingertip.
He didn’t say anything, just stared at Blake until her cheeks turned red, and then he left, closing the door behind him. Both Roland and Milton stared at her.
With a quick, jerking movement, Blake put her bra back on without taking off her sweater, something Milton had always considered a magic trick all its own.
“Judgmental ass,” she muttered. She looked at the two of them. “Are we done? I want to run some errands before my shift.”
“Yeah,” Milton said quickly. “We’re done.”
She left quickly, her long legs moving even faster than usual, the door shutting behind her with just a little too much force.
Milton looked at Roland, who shrugged. I guess he doesn’t know what that’s about, either.
“So what’s all this about a benefit?” Roland scratched the back of his head and took a seat in one of Milton’s chairs.
Milton, who had glanced at his bookshelf, at the photograph in front of his old house, focused on Roland’s question with relief.
“I want to have a magic show for the children at the hospital, only I want them to perform the tricks. They like learning how; it distracts them.”
“I can see why they’d enjoy it, but what does hosting a benefit have to do with removing a woman’s bra?”
“I didn’t say there was a connection.”
Roland smiled at him wryly. “You didn’t have to, my friend.”
Milton took a seat behind his desk and took out a deck of cards. Shuffling rapidly, he spoke, “I met a doctor there, Dr. Regina Burke. She’s beautiful, Roland.”
“I’m sure she is,” Roland agreed, his voice soft. “You don’t think this could turn into a problem, your mixing work at the hospital with this woman?”
“I can’t help it,” Milton muttered, laying the cards out on the desk. “I want her.”
“Okay,” Roland said. “Then I’m happy to help.”
Milton frowned. “How do you think you can help me?”
Roland shrugged and stood. “You go at everything in such a straightforward way, Milton. No detours—you see something you want and you go for it, but I’ve seduced plenty of women. You want to know the one thing they all have in common?”
Milton did want to know. This was another kind of magic trick. “Yes. I do.”
“They want to believe that a man understands them even better than they understand themselves. You should find out about her, find out what she likes, what she wants, what she needs.”
“That’s it?” He’d already found out what she didn’t like, why she wouldn’t go out with him. And he knew she enjoyed working with the kids at the hospital, but unless he hacked her system and read her files, he didn’t see how he could get to know her if she wouldn’t let him.
Roland nodded, patting the pockets of his suit coat as if looking for something. Milton held up his wallet casually.
Roland half smiled. “Well done.” He took his wallet back and made as if to leave.
“What if I already like her?”
Roland paused and glanced back at him. “You don’t even know her.”
Milton thought of all he knew about her. She worked hard; she was fierce, honest. She helped sick kids and she tasted like she was made for him. Other than her refusal to go out with him, he liked almost everything he knew about her.
“I know quite a bit.”
“It’s an illusion, Milton. A trick. No one really knows anybody else, not at first sight.”
Milton frowned. Maybe that was true, but he’d dated women before and never felt this sense of connection. He felt it the same way he felt the certainty that a trick would work. He couldn’t explain it, but it wasn’t something he could just ignore.
“I’ll get to know her,” he said stubbornly.
Roland nodded. “I never doubted it for a second.”




BY MONDAY MORNING, Regina had come to the conclusion that Milton Shaw took her at her word and would not be contacting her again. A part of her, a very small and private part of her, was disappointed that he hadn’t at least tried to go out with her again. Still, she knew that Accendo was scheduled to install the new patient software today, and she had the uneasy feeling that Milton Shaw didn’t give up as easily as it might seem.
Frustrated at herself because she couldn’t get the man out of her head, she rode her bike in the icy drizzle, telling herself for the hundredth time that she needed to get a car. She didn’t want to have to deal with parking the damn thing, though, and it wasn’t like she went far—just to work, which was only a few miles on a bike lane. She wore layers of high-tech cycling gear and antifog lenses to protect her eyes, and after a few minutes of riding, she told herself she barely felt the cold. Which was a big-fat-daddy lie.
When she arrived at the hospital’s employee entrance around six thirty, she locked up her bike, dug her employee ID out of her backpack, and swiped it to access the back entrance, which had a nurses’ station and locker rooms for both male and female staff. She hurried into the building, removing her helmet once she was inside, and tousled her hair. The guard on duty waved to her, but one of the nurses, Sarah, stopped marking on the patient board and shook her blond head in disbelief. “I think all doctors are crazy. But you take the cake, Dr. Burke.”
“Thanks, Sarah.” Regina appreciated the honesty, if not the sentiment.
She shifted her grip on her helmet and backpack and headed for the locker room. Her wet shoes squeaked on the white ceramic tile floor. The guard at the desk, a young man named Colton, stopped her. Behind him, a phone rang, and one of the nurses answered it. Regina didn’t see anyone from Accendo working with the computers, but they’d explained that for the most part, the transition should be seamless, simply switching from one environment to the other on the server. In Regina’s experience, no transition was that easy, especially if technology was involved.
“Ah . . . Dr. Burke?”
“Yes, Colton?” she asked curiously and took a few steps back toward the desk. He was gesturing at an enormous red box tied with a shiny ribbon. Milton Shaw. She’d bet her bicycle on it.
Sighing, she approached the counter and set her helmet and backpack down before eyeing the box warily. Was it going to explode? Burst into flames?
“It’s for you,” he managed and swallowed.
“Yeah.” Regina continued to eye it warily.
He nodded. “It arrived an hour ago.”
“Has it made any noise?”
He blinked. “Noise?”
She touched the outside of the box carefully. “Like ticking, or chirping, or maybe hissing?”
He chuckled, as if she was teasing, but Regina was mostly serious. Milton Shaw was a trickster. Who knew what was in this box?
“Open it,” one of the nurses prompted, and Regina blew out a breath. She drew on one of the tails of the large bow, hoping this wasn’t going to be too embarrassing, and sucked in a breath, surprised. Inside the box were mustaches and glasses, dozens of them, and a note that read, “For the kids.”
But underneath was a small box with a different note: “For you.”
Regina picked up a pair of red glasses with a bold nose and a thick brown mustache, and managed to slip the flat, rectangular box into her pocket at the same time.
One of the nurses chuckled.
Colton looked puzzled. “Is it a joke?”
Regina sighed. “More or less.” She put the mustache and glasses on her face and handed the box to Colton. “Pass these out to everyone, would you?”
“We’re supposed to wear them?” another nurse asked, her voice squeaking slightly.
“I’m afraid so. They’re from the magician.”
There were small titters of laughter, but no one protested—they often wore silly costumes for the kids—and in a few minutes everyone in the room was wearing the glasses and mustaches and going about business as if nothing was out of the ordinary.
She left before they could ask her any more questions, turning around and walking down the hall toward the entrance to the locker room. She stepped inside the cool, dim interior. Someone was taking a shower; she could hear it running.
She took a seat on the bench in front of the locker and pulled the note and the small box out of her pocket. Flat and rectangular, it was tied with a red bow.
Milton Shaw. What is he up to?
She opened the box warily and immediately let out a relieved breath. It wasn’t some ridiculously expensive necklace. Instead, a high-end bike light with five different flash settings lay nestled on top of a pair of Pearl Izumi P.R.O. Softshell riding gloves. Designed to stay dry in extremely cold weather, the gloves were expensive and extremely warm. Her hands weren’t going to freeze anymore on her rides. She pulled them out and saw a map, folded neatly in the bottom of the box. “Hidden Bike Routes of Boston” was written at the top.
It was a lovely gift. Thoughtful. Clever. And too personal. How had he known that she rode her bike for pleasure as well as a means of transportation?
Setting the gloves and light back in the box, Regina held the box loosely in her lap, wondering why she suddenly felt like crying. It didn’t make any sense. It was a gift from a man who wanted to get in her pants, nothing more, but it felt like a gift from someone who knew her well. She hadn’t gotten a gift like that in a long time, not since her grandmother was alive. Setting the box in her locker, she shrugged aside the odd feeling and went to take a shower. She had work to do today.
Despite her best efforts, Regina had a hard time focusing as she made her rounds and completed the endless documentation that was part of being a doctor. The switch to the new software system seemed to have gone well—the developers at Accendo had made the switch early that morning, and the nurses had been working with the new system while they were still running tests. Regina had spent the morning checking her records to make sure there were no glitches or errors. There was a mandatory refresher training tomorrow afternoon for all the staff who’d been trained on the test system. Between that and seeing everyone walking around in those mustaches, she couldn’t get Milton Shaw out of her head. When she lost track of a conversation with another doctor for the third time, she took a break, and went by herself to the café inside the hospital. Usually she ordered a bowl of soup and a salad, maybe a sandwich, but today she ordered an enormous chocolate chip cookie as well. It had been a chocolate chip cookie kind of day.
When Milton Shaw took a seat across from her, his handsome face inscrutable, she sighed. Every time she saw him, he looked more alluring. Dressed in jeans and a muscle-clinging, long-sleeved T-shirt with the name of a local beer on the chest, he smiled at her as he sat down. He had on a fedora and the same mustache and glasses that he’d sent over to the hospital. She’d left hers in her office. Regina glanced around the café, hoping no one had noticed that he’d joined her, but she wasn’t that lucky. Several nurses had glanced their way, their eyes curious. Great. Now everyone will be asking me about the gorgeous man who ate lunch with me.
He hadn’t said anything, not even “Hi,” but when she turned back to him, he was staring at her with heat in his gaze.
“Mr. Shaw,” she began, but then she smelled him, the clean scent of freshly showered man combined with that strange burnt match smell that always accompanied him. She wanted to curl up against his chest and let him touch her with those clever fingers, longed for it so much that she slumped a little and didn’t finish what she was going to say.
“Bad day?” he asked, and produced an apple from somewhere, although Regina hadn’t really seen him move. He took a bite with sharp white teeth. Regina felt a sharp tug of awareness low in her belly. She’d dreamed of him using his teeth to untie her, and then using them elsewhere.
“You could say that,” Regina conceded, too tired to fight the strange attraction she felt for this man.
“Can I help?” he offered. “What do you need? Ask me for anything.”
It was tempting, so tempting. Here was a man with unlimited resources, a man who was clearly attracted to her, at least for the time being, and he was willing to get her anything she wanted. “You already gave me a gift today. Clearly too expensive, but I liked it. Thank you.”
He reached over and gripped her fingers with his. “It was my pleasure. Please ask me for something else, anything. I want to take you home with me.”
Regina studied the hand that held hers; the tips of his fingers were callused, his skin rough, different from anything she’d expect from a software developer, a nerd who spent his days writing code, though she supposed he was wealthy enough at this point that he didn’t have to bother.
“You don’t have much of a filter, do you?”
“No,” he agreed, “not much.”
More people were looking curiously at them, people who knew her. Two of the nurses had even paused, interest gleaming in their eyes as they not-so-subtly glanced in their direction.
Gathering up her trash, Regina stood. “Listen, I’m flattered that you’re attracted to me—” she whispered harshly.
“Attracted to you,” he half laughed, interrupting her. “I wish I was just attracted to you. I want to tie you up so you can’t get away and taste every inch of you.”
He spoke softly, lowly, but Regina felt every word in her core. Tie her up so she couldn’t get away . . . She should have found the idea offensive, disturbing, but instead a delicious heat spread through her, making her shiver.
She swallowed and straightened, clutching the trash in her hand a little too tightly. “Do you always suggest tying up women you just met?”
He grinned again. “You’re the first.”
“Lucky me.” She’d meant that sarcastically, but it didn’t quite come out that way.
He leaned forward. “Go on a bike ride with me this weekend. We can take the Minuteman Bikeway.”
The Minuteman Bikeway was an expert path that ran along an inactive railroad and basically followed the ride of Paul Revere. “It’ll be covered in snow.”
“No, it won’t.”
He looked so pleased with himself that Regina couldn’t help but smile a little. “You’re going to have someone plow a little-used bikeway in the middle of winter just to take a ride with me?”
“If that’s what it takes.”
This man was dangerous. He was sitting there, practically vibrating with eagerness, blue eyes gleaming at her from behind the fake lenses. Standing, Regina shook her head. “I can’t, Mr. Shaw. I just can’t. Thank you for the gloves, but I’m not going out with you.”
She left, a strange reluctance dragging at her ankles, and she wished she didn’t feel like she was running away.




THAT AFTERNOON, Milton walked beside three hospital administrators, one woman and two men, only half his attention on their faintly obsequious comments as they strolled down the hallway decorated with bright yellow sunflowers. He was technically there representing Accendo and the new software they’d help develop for the hospital, but he’d also discussed his plan to host a magic show and benefit for the children, and so far their comments had been decidedly enthusiastic. The hospital’s chief operating officer, Dr. Bill Jensen, a tall black man with a distracted air about him, kept repeating, “I think the kids will just love that, not to mention the doctors.”
“I just want to say again that it was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Shaw,” said the CEO, Miranda something, a sharp-faced woman with hard eyes.
Milton nodded, still not really listening, as two nurses walked toward them wearing pink scrubs and cheerful smiles. As the two women drew closer, their eyes widened at the four people in expensive suits, lingering on Milton. He noticed them, even recognized one of them, but he didn’t think she knew him. He looked away just in case. His weekly visits to this hospital had always been his secret, but he didn’t think he would be able to keep it long, not if he was hosting a public benefit.
This was why he usually let Roland handle the public face of the company—so that Milton could continue to visit in relative anonymity. Right now only the head nurse, Jackie, knew his real identity. Everyone else knew him as “Shaw the Magician.” Jackie had cleared the way for him to perform at the hospital without revealing his name to everyone. He’d known her since he was kid, since he’d come to the hospital with his family.
“Thank you,” Milton replied. “I’m glad you’re happy with the implementation of the software so far, and that you support the idea of a benefit.”
Milton knew he sounded stiff and awkward and couldn’t bring himself to care. His fingers twitched against the dark brown wool of his coat. He’d considered changing into a suit—it’s what they expected, but had decided not to bother. He’d hung around with a couple of the kids until the meeting and then strolled over to the administrative offices. They had no idea that he was very familiar with the place and didn’t require a tour.
As they passed by enormous glass windows, he glanced to his left into the patient entertainment room. That was where he’d met Regina for the first time, and that was where he hoped to see her again tomorrow, on the stage. He wished she’d just give him a chance.
And then, as if he’d conjured her, she was there, walking down the hall with her head bent to look at a chart, her dark hair pulled neatly into a bun at the nape of her neck. Dr. Regina Burke, the sexiest woman he’d ever seen wearing scrubs. The sexiest woman he’d ever seen . . . period, and he wasn’t exaggerating.
“Dr. Burke,” the administrator to his left—the CFO, a paunchy man with an underbite—called out to her. “I’d like you to meet one of our most generous benefactors.” The man sounded a little too eager to talk to her, his voice rising an octave.
She glanced up and met Milton’s gaze. He felt like he had the time he’d tried that trick with the electric eels, as though every cell in his body were dancing in place, eager to do something. How could she deny a connection like that? Frustration and mild irritation flashed briefly over her face as they drew nearer. He liked that she didn’t hide her thoughts. Most people—not some of the developers he worked with, but most people—tried to maintain a polite, socially acceptable mask. He wasn’t able to—had never been able to, but he’d bet that she knew how and didn’t bother.
He started to say something and found himself caught by a killing look from her dark, almond-shaped eyes. She had a pert little nose and lushly curved lips that looked as if a sculptor had carved them. If that mouth made her look vulnerable, or the small gap between her teeth charming, then the scar on her lip and her flat stare disabused anyone of the notion that she was weak or out to charm.
The mere sight of her made him want to smile.
She lowered the clipboard to her side and waited for them to reach her. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes narrowed on Milton as they approached. A small line appeared between her brows, and he tensed.
“Dr. Burke, this is Milton Shaw. He and his business partners have been very generous to the hospital over the years.”
Regina Burke looked less than impressed, and the small frown remained between her eyes. “Yes, I’ve met Mr. Shaw.” She held out a hand for him to shake. “Thank you for all you’ve done for the hospital.”
She’d thanked him for the gifts earlier, and she was thanking him now . . . almost as impersonally. But she was fair. However she felt about him as a person, she gave credit where credit was due. Her tone was grudging, but seemed sincere. She shook his hand firmly but released it immediately, as if she didn’t want to touch him any more than necessary. It didn’t matter; he still wanted to drag her to his limo and this time actually sink himself inside that lush little body.
“You’re welcome,” he replied quietly, after a brief pause to gather his thoughts. He’d almost said, “Fuck, I want you.” The words had been there, on the tip of his tongue, ready to tumble out. It had taken years . . . years . . . to learn how to not say every word in his head, at least not where it would elicit stares. He didn’t mind letting his thoughts tumble out around her, but he had to rein it in around the hospital staff.
His tone must have sounded strange or wrong somehow, anyway, because she gave him a warning look.
“Mr. Shaw has requested that you help him with a benefit he’s hosting for the hospital, Dr. Burke,” the CFO said with a kind of questioning lilt at the end, as if he was asking her why she was singled out.
“Did he?” she said, and if possible her gaze narrowed further. “Well, I’m sure Mr. Shaw can find someone to take my place. As you all know, I’m very busy. If you’ll excuse me . . .”
She brushed by them before they could respond, and Milton turned around to watch her walk away. The view was the only upside to her march away from him.
The CEO, flustered by her comment, rushed to reassure Milton. “I’m sorry about that, Mr. Shaw. I’ll speak to her, of course. The benefit will help the hospital—and the children—enormously. She can’t be thinking clearly.”
Milton thought she was probably thinking clearly enough. She just didn’t like being manipulated. He’d intended to talk to her about the benefit at lunch earlier, when he’d caught her in the café, but he’d gotten distracted again and now she was pissed. Milton felt his lips twitching again. She was kind of ferocious. Like a gorgeous bird of prey.
“No, it’s all right,” Milton said into the awkward silence. I want her to come home with me. When they just stared at him, astonished, he froze, thinking he’d voiced those thoughts aloud, but then he realized he was grinning broadly and rubbing his fingers together as if he were about to perform a trick. He took a deep breath and eased himself back down. Shit. Get out. Get out now.
“She was the top of her class at Harvard Medical School—a brilliant doctor, if a bit . . . touchy at times. Of course, she’s had quite a lot to overcome,” Miranda spoke, perhaps trying to make up for Regina’s lack of interest.
Milton looked at the CEO, and she blinked, easing slightly away from him. “Overcome what?”
“Oh—” The woman snapped her mouth shut. “I simply meant . . .” she trailed off.
“Dr. Burke’s father was Carter Burke,” Dr. Jensen explained, which Milton already knew, but he hadn’t considered that it caused her trouble at work, even now, so many years after the man had disappeared. He wondered how far his friend Burris had gotten tracking the bastard down. He hadn’t found him yet, or Milton would have heard something.
“I think she’s wonderful,” he said meaningfully, and the three people in front of him nodded automatically, like they were agreeing with a crazy person.
Milton realized he was glaring and took a deep breath. “I have to go,” he said abruptly. “Thank you for your time. I’ll be in touch regarding the plans.”
He left without waiting for a response, striding swiftly down the hall past the reception area and out the double doors. He took a deep, deep breath of cold air before opening the door to the limo. Now he was going to have to convince her to help even though she was pissed—a prospect he found himself oddly looking forward to.




AT THE END OF HER SHIFT, twelve hours after she’d gotten to work, Regina slung her backpack over her shoulder and walked outside to where she’d left her bike. She’d put the light in her bag to attach to the bike later, but she’d drawn on her new gloves, flexing her fingers in delight at the fit and warmth. Milton couldn’t have picked a better gift.
The bike area was covered by a small awning and a streetlight shined down on the metal structure where she’d left her bike parked and secured that morning, highlighting a circle of snow in an orange glow.
It wasn’t there.
Milton Shaw’s limo was there, however, pulled up to the curb with the engine running. The back door opened and Milton Shaw stepped out, still in his suit from when she’d seen him in the hallway earlier.
“Don’t you ever give up?” Regina asked, too weary to put any heat in her tone. Not to mention that she was kind of getting used to him. Like a stray dog that just kept showing up at the house. Except that he was a sexy stray, and he made her want to do bad things.
“On occasion,” he said simply, “but not on something I really want.”
“My bike was locked,” she pointed out, though she wasn’t sure why she bothered. She imagined he could pick all manner of locks.
“Yes,” he agreed, “but it’s snowing.” He looked up to indicate the snowflakes that were drifting onto his hair and shoulders. “And it’s dark.”
He looked magical, standing there with snow gathering in his dark hair. He looked as if he would stubbornly wait there all night if that was what it took to get her to ride home with him.
“I can take care of myself,” Regina muttered.
“Let me give you a ride,” he insisted, and Regina chided herself for the naughty, naughty thought that drifted through her mind.
“I’ve been in your limo. I know exactly what kind of ride we’re talking about.”
He grinned, but managed to straighten his face before she threw her bike helmet at him. “I’m sorry about earlier. I meant to talk to you about the benefit at lunch, but I was . . . distracted.”
Thinking about you naked, Regina inferred, catching the way his eyes slid down the slick, tight material of the biking pants she wore, his eyes filled with heat. She couldn’t blame him; she couldn’t quite keep her eyes off him, either. He was gorgeous, standing there in a fedora like someone out of Casablanca, seemingly untouched by the cold while she was freezing. The interior of the limo looked heavenly, and he’d taken her bike. She didn’t like being manipulated, but she was too cold to care at the moment. Lie, her conscience yelled at her.
“Fine,” she muttered, “let’s do this.” She stalked over to him as best she could, her shoes crunching in the snow. “This doesn’t mean anything, understand. I’m just cold and had a shitty day.”
He nodded, but a small smile quirked the corner of his mouth.
“I understand,” he acknowledged and gestured for her to precede him into the limo.
She did, unslinging her backpack and climbing inside, aware as she did that he had an excellent view of her ass in the tight, shiny material she wore to ride. She was playing with fire here. After the last time, she couldn’t get in this limo without thinking of sex, of him touching her.
She took a seat as far away as she could, not wanting to tempt him—or herself—but as soon as he’d climbed inside and shut the door, he moved so that he was sitting next to her, heat radiating from him in waves.
Scooting away would seem childish, so Regina held her ground.
“You’re in my space,” she pointed out acerbically.
“I know,” he agreed. “I like it.”
She sighed. The limo pulled smoothly away from the curb, and Regina swayed, her shoulder brushing against his.
She straightened immediately, but he noticed and looked down at her, his blue eyes startlingly bright above his bold nose.
“Let me explain my idea for the benefit,” he told her. “A magic show for the kids, to raise money and to let them have a little fun.”
“A magic show.”
“Yes, we’ve done them before. Though don’t worry, the hospital has pretty strict rules about fire around the oxygen tanks.”
“I imagine,” she murmured. “This isn’t some stunt to get attention for yourself, is it?”
She regretted it the moment she said it, though part of her did wonder if it were true. He looked surprised, and . . . was that hurt?
“No.” He shook his head and looked away from her. “Though I thought I could use it to force you to spend time with me.”
“Force me?”
He looked down at her. “Well, I was hoping you’d just agree to go out with me, but I was going to ask you first.” He’d leaned down a little, so that his mouth was closer to her ear.
“How nice of you.”
“So, will you?”
“Help you with the magic show?” Regina felt the need to clarify. For a moment she’d thought they were talking about something else.
“Yeah.” He had that small half smile on his face again, his eyes fixed on her mouth.
Regina shook her head. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“You don’t even know what I want your help with.”
He was closer still, and Regina realized that she’d lifted her face, her upper body drifting even closer to him, her breath mingling with his.
“I’m betting it involves me in a leotard—” she began, and he kissed her, sliding his hands deep into her hair, disturbing her bun, before they slid down her back.
His mouth was hard and firm on her lips, and just as delicious as she remembered. His teeth nipped at her lower lip and she gasped, sliding her own hands into his thick black curls.
He shifted, putting her beneath him, and caught her wrists in his hands, drawing her arms above her head.
“I want you. God, I want you,” he growled. “I want you any way I can get you.”
His fingers stroked her wrists, soothing her even as she felt something twine around them.
Suddenly his hands were gone, but she was secured with rope to something behind her, a metal ring of some kind. She quivered, knowing that she should be wary at least, but instead that wild, reckless part of her reared up and said, Hell yeah.
“Do you want me to touch you?” he asked, his hands poised just above the collar of her shirt. “I want to touch you. My hands itch from wanting to touch you.”
He was rubbing his fingers together, as if he’d meant that literally, as if he couldn’t wait to feel her skin with his fingers. Regina arched upward in answer, feeling the tension in her arms where she was tied, smelling the leather as her body warmed the seat beneath her. She trembled, vibrating with arousal and something like fury. She didn’t like feeling out of control, but she was, her body demanding something that her mind rejected, at least consciously.
“Touch me, then,” she agreed, and he did, stroking gentle fingers beneath the collar of her shirt, running them along her collarbones.
“Soft,” he said in a guttural tone, and his nostrils flared with every deep breath.
Regina arched, pushing her breasts toward him and tightening her thighs around his hips. He was withholding himself, not letting her grind against him, and Regina felt an almost painful need. She needed him to do something.
“Ahhh,” she gasped as he molded his hands to her breasts, cupping them through her shirt and bra before squeezing gently. Regina felt an answering throb between her legs, and her hips jerked upward.
He laughed. “You’re so fucking delicious. I have to turn you over.”
Regina wanted to protest, but he’d already taken action. His lithe, nimble body gripped her knees as he levered himself away. With effortless strength, he flipped her, and the rope around her wrists, though not uncomfortable, tightened fractionally as it twisted.
Suddenly her face was pressed into the damp leather of the seat, and she breathed in the hot, humid air of her own desperate pants. Her hair, which had been pulled back, loosened, and she felt his hands running through it, massaging her scalp with long slow strokes that made her moan.
Moving slowly, his hands slid to her neck, into the crevice between her upraised shoulder and neck and then down her shoulder blades. Regina arched her behind toward him involuntarily, letting the pleasure flow and shudder through her. Oh, fuck yes. This man might be crazy, but he knew how to touch a woman, how to let the anticipation build and burrow.
His hands fell away when she moved, and Regina knew, she just knew that he was looking at her. She wiggled—just barely—just enough to be noticed by someone who was really paying attention. He gave a rusty chuckle that sounded choked.
“I like watching your ass when you march along in your scrubs,” he told her, catching the cheeks of her buttocks in his hands and squeezing gently. “The sight of it makes me want to chase you down and push you in a closet so I can just squeeze it and hold you to me.”
His thumb ran along the seam of her workout pants and spread her just enough to make her ass tighten reflexively.
She gasped and he did it again, groaning himself now. Sliding his hands to the back of her thighs, he brought his hips forward so that the bulge between his legs pressed against her through her clothes.
Yes, God yes, that was what she wanted—that massive cock inside her, thrusting into her, making her forget her responsibilities, her reason, making her forget everything except the slide and rub of him inside her.
“God. I’m going to cry this feels so good,” he groaned. “I can smell you. I want to pull your pants down and fuck you here, but I’m not going to. You know why?”
Regina writhed back against him but had enough presence of mind to say, “Because I won’t let you?”
He laughed. “I think you’re considering it. But I’m not going to until you agree to go out with me.”
Suddenly her hands were released.
He wasn’t going to fuck her until she agreed to go out with him? As though she were going to beg him. Regina whirled around on the seat as the limo came to a stop. She was breathing hard, her heart racing. With a cry of rage, she slugged him in the shoulder.
“Ugh. Let me out.” She scrambled to the door and opened it, half stumbling in her haste.
He was messing with her position at the hospital and he was an asshole. She grabbed her backpack and helmet.
“Get lost, Mr. Shaw.”
She stepped onto the slush-covered sidewalk, careful not to fall as she tugged her backpack behind her. The entrance to her loft apartment was a nondescript door with a keypad that opened to a staircase.
She punched the numbers in quickly, her breath coming in painful gasps.
She heard the crunch of footsteps on the snow behind her as she opened the door, but she didn’t hesitate, opening the door before he could catch her. She shut it behind her and leaned against it, gasping.
“I didn’t want to take you unless you were sure,” she heard him say through the door.
Regina closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the door. Who was she mad at? Him? Herself?
“Forget it,” she told him. Just forget it. She was better off, right here, alone, not writhing on the leather seat of a limo.
“I can’t. I’ve never wanted anyone like this.”
“Too bad,” she told him stubbornly, and marched up the steps toward her apartment, vaguely aware that something was wrong.
She didn’t figure it out until she’d reached the top, unlocked the door to her apartment, and set down her backpack and helmet. She felt loose somehow, and her nipples, taut since her activities in the car, were rubbing against the fabric of her shirt.
She clutched her breasts with both hands. Her bra was gone.
“I’ll be damned,” she said, outraged.
Celeste, a half-pint of ice cream in hand, came in the living room at that point, dressed in pajama bottoms and one of Regina’s old Harvard sweatshirts.
“Wow,” she said around a mouthful of ice cream, pointing the spoon in Regina’s direction. “You really do need to get laid if you’re feeling yourself up in the entryway.”
“Shut up, Celeste,” Regina muttered. She left her things where they were and marched over to her sister, taking the ice cream out of her hands. “I need this more than you do,” she muttered, and headed for her room.




TUESDAY MORNING, Milton stepped off the elevator at Accendo, holding sketches of his ideas for the benefit on one arm. A young man sat behind the desk wearing a pink paisley tie and gray vest. The fact that he sat in a wheelchair was not immediately apparent, at least not to anyone who wasn’t looking for it.
“Zachary,” Milton greeted their assistant as he approached the desk. “Good morning.”
“Good morning, Milton,” Zach gushed.
Milton removed his hat, running his fingers through his thick curly hair. The scarf followed, disappearing neatly inside the hat.
Roland, who’d approached from the office behind Zach’s desk, shook his head. “Zach, can you call that researcher in D.C. back for me and get her email address? I can’t get her to answer the phone.”
“Sure, boss,” Zach replied immediately.
Roland was wearing his usual Italian double-breasted suit, tailored and fitted to his wiry, lean frame, but he’d taken off the jacket. He seemed slightly more relaxed today, which was just as well to Milton’s mind.
Roland gestured to the plans in Milton’s hands. “Are these what you’re thinking for the tricks?”
Milton handed them over. “The main one—the one I want Dr. Burke to be in—is on the top. The rest are ideas I had for the kids. Simple tricks, mostly.”
“You’re thinking the kids will run around her with sparklers or something, building smoke?”
“Yeah.” Milton scratched behind his ear, and shifted his bag on his shoulder. “But I don’t know about sparklers. May have to find something nonflammable. They’re touchy about the oxygen tanks after last time.”
“Hmm.” Roland continued to study the drawings. “Not to mention that the lady might object to potentially being burned alive.”
“You’re thinking too Salem Witch trials?”
“Maybe a little. You should ask Nick. The disappearing lady is a classic. I’m sure we can come up with something.”
Milton pursed his lips. “It’ll need to fit on the stage at the hospital, unless we hold the benefit somewhere else.”
The phone rang, and Zach answered it with a pointed look at the two of them.
“Let’s go in my office,” Milton suggested, gesturing for Roland to lead the way. “Is Nick here yet?”
“He’s here.”
Milton understood from the tone that Nick was probably still a little pissed about the bra incident. Come to think of it, he had yet to hear Regina’s reaction to the bra trick.
“If we hold it at the hospital, the kids can participate more easily, but it’ll be difficult to fit a crowd of any size in there. The room may hold thirty people, tops. And if the kids are participating, their parents and the staff will want to attend,” Milton said as the walked into his office.
“Maybe we could set up a video feed. Cutting from the hospital to some other venue.” Roland shut the door behind them while Milton took a seat behind his desk.
“Hmm . . . seems too impersonal. I want it to be about the kids.”
“Oh, yeah?” Roland took a seat in the chair across from Milton’s desk. “I thought it was about the lovely Dr. Burke.”
Milton’s head snapped up. “How do you know she’s lovely?”
Roland spread his hands. “Oddly enough, I’m good with computers.”
“Funny.” Milton snorted.
“So has she agreed to help you yet?”
“Not exactly.”
“So what are you going to do to convince her?”
Milton grinned and leaned back in his chair. “I offered to take her on a bike ride, but she turned me down. So, I was thinking I’d enlist the kids for help. She’s not good at saying no to them. And then, once she realizes I’m not so bad . . .”
“Sneaky.”
“Yeah.”
“It could backfire.”
Milton shrugged. “Possibly.”
“Hmm . . . Speaking of things backfiring, I heard from Yegor Polzin. He is unhappy with you for threatening his son.”
Milton had nearly forgotten about the incident. “Andrei was not-so-subtly threatening Regina in a restaurant. You know how he is.”
Roland nodded. “Why didn’t you tell me about it?”
“I forgot.”
Roland looked faintly exasperated, but unsurprised. “Well, I told Yegor that you probably had your reasons, and that his son needed a leash. He’s not that happy with me, either.”
Milton grinned. “What he’d say to piss you off?”
“Since you’re infatuated with the good doctor, I’m going to refrain from repeating it. Suffice it to say, we won’t be doing business with the Russians again unless they get desperate.”
Milton didn’t care. He’d never liked dealing with Yegor, anyway. They’d designed a security system for the old Russian, but Milton had never gotten over the suspicion that the man was just trying to figure out a way to hack Accendo’s servers.
“Good riddance.”
Roland rolled his eyes. “You and Nick are lucky I run the business side of things. If it were up to you two, we wouldn’t do business with half our clients.”
Shrugging, Milton fiddled with his mouse. “Some of our clients use our software to get away with illegal things,” he said, referring to Regina’s father.
“That’s not our fault. Or our problem,” Roland pointed out. “It’s software. It doesn’t have morality.”
It was true, but Milton didn’t like the idea of something he’d created hurting anyone, especially Regina, and part of him—a small part—wished he could take it back, or at least fix it somehow.




REGINA WAS SITTING in her small office reviewing some lab work when there was a knock at her door.
“Come in,” she called, and was somehow not surprised when Milton Shaw opened the door to her office, wearing a mustache and fake glasses like the ones she’d passed out yesterday, and a visitor’s badge that read “Shaw the Magician.”
“Don’t you work?” she inquired.
He shrugged, taking a seat in one of her chairs without an invitation. “Of course. But I don’t have to keep conventional hours.”
“Must be nice,” she murmured, but she didn’t really mean it. She was in a great mood, so great that even the challenge of Milton Shaw couldn’t dampen it. Chuck’s chemotherapy seemed to be working; his tumor had shrunk significantly. Hell, yes. She wanted to stand up and do a little happy dance. How was that for magic? But she couldn’t do that—couldn’t say anything, either, even though she thought Milton would be thrilled for the kid. With a decisive click of her mouse, she closed Chuck’s patient record. “So, steal any more bras lately?”
Milton ignored the snark and nodded at the screen. “How do you like the new system?”
“It works,” Regina said mildly. The truth was, she was fairly impressed. She hadn’t found any missing records or glitches yet, and it was easier to use than the old system.
“Not easily wowed, are you?”
Regina didn’t answer. She supposed she wasn’t, though she wasn’t sure whether that was because of her privileged background or because she was just a bitch. Either way, if you weren’t easily impressed, you weren’t easily fooled, and she had reason to be wary.
“Can I help you with something?” she asked instead of answering, and then wished she could recall the question.
He grinned unrepentantly. “You can.”
Regina waited for him to say something inappropriate, but he just stood and held out a hand. “Come on, the kids want to show you something.”
“You do know the kids would be happy with anyone playing in your little show?”
He shook his head. “No, they want you. I think they enjoy embarrassing you.”
“They aren’t the only ones.” She sighed, logged off her computer, and stood. “All right. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
She followed him out of her office and back into the main reception area and then down the sunflower-yellow hall to the entertainment room.
“Did the parents give you permission for this?” Regina asked as they passed through the glass double doors. They would have had to. No hospital did anything without forms signed in triplicate these days.
“Yes, Jackie helped me get the required signatures.”
“What, you have an army of lawyers on staff ready to draw up liability waivers at the drop of a hat?”
He paused and blinked at her. “Yes, actually.”
Grrr . . . of course he did. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”
There was a group of kids and several parents on the small stage. They were sitting on various pieces of furniture, chairs, or had been wheeled in on their wheelchairs. Some of them were her patients—most attached to their IVs and various monitors, but all of them were smiling. The room smelled of stale popcorn and the ever-present antiseptic cleanser used to mop the floors.
“Hi, everyone.” Regina paused a few feet away from the stage and waved. What does he have planned?
“Hi, Dr. Burke,” the kids chorused.
They didn’t say anything else, and nothing else happened. She glanced back to say to Milton, “Let’s get this show on the road,” but he was gone. The man moved like a damn ninja.
He appeared on stage and wheeled one of her patients, Emily, to the front of the small crowd of people.
“This is Magician Emily. She is prepared to offer the lady Dr. Burke a magical key if she will agree to play the role of the evil princess in our upcoming show.”
Regina folded her arms over her chest. “Evil princess?”
Milton shrugged. “It was either that or a troll. I voted for evil princess.”
Emily tugged on his arm, and he bent to listen to something that she whispered in his ear.
When he straightened, he put a hand on her shoulder. “Ready, Emily?”
The girl nodded. He handed her a slim pink wand with glitter inside, the kind Regina had seen at museum gift shops. “Here’s your wand. On the count of three, make the magic key appear.”
The girl, biting her lip in concentration, waved her wand over her lap and said, “I, Magician Emily, call forth the magic key.”
Regina didn’t see exactly what the girl did—there was some fumbling and a quick gesture from Milton—but suddenly there was an old-fashioned iron key, the kind you see in movies with castles, in her lap. She set the wand down and held up the key triumphantly. “I did it.”
“You did,” he said, grinning at her. “Well done. Now, if you would be so kind, take the key to our evil princess.”
She did, wheeling herself across the stage and down the ramp to where Regina stood, waiting. When Emily pulled to a stop in front of her, Regina couldn’t help but smile. “Pretty good, Em. I had no idea you liked magic.”
Emily shrugged. “It’s fun. And it’s something to do here. It’s pretty silly, I guess . . .” She handed Regina the key. “But I like it.”
Regina accepted it with a wary look in Milton’s direction. It was probably the key to his dungeon full of sex toys and ninja gear.
“All right.” Milton clapped his hands. “Who’s next?”

Half an hour later, all the kids had made some small object appear and handed it to Regina. She had a collection that included the key, a red clown nose, two toy cars, a small plastic dagger, and a knitted hat woven in a rainbow pattern. No bra. Thank God. He must have some sense of propriety. She did want it back, though. It was one of her favorites.
It had taken five minutes of the kids performing magic tricks to make Regina decide to help Milton and his little con artists with their benefit. She still wasn’t clear on exactly what she had to do, besides play the role of evil princess . . . and seriously? Why was she the evil one?
When they finished their presentation, only Milton remained on stage. He gestured and a bouquet of flowers appeared in his hand.
“What do you say, Dr. Burke? Will you help us?” He wasn’t begging. He was daring her.
Regina sighed, wondering if he was going to throw the bouquet at her. “Yes, Shaw the Magician, I suppose I will.”
The kids cheered—even Chuck, who still seemed to be trying to decide if he was too cool or too old to be included in this little crew.
“Thank you, Dr. Burke.” He bowed, and the flowers turned into a bag of dog treats. “And now—for the kids—Simon the Wonderdog.”
From behind Regina, an older woman with short gray hair and dark brown eyes was approaching with a golden retriever in a harness. A service dog—one seen often at the hospital.
The kids cheered and went to pet him while Cathy, his handler, bent down to manage them so they didn’t overwhelm the pup.
Regina found herself standing alone, watching the kids play with the dog.
Milton joined her after a moment, coming to stand behind her, still carrying the dog biscuits. “Magic never wins out over dogs.”
“That is magic,” Regina replied, smiling as the dog wagged its tail enthusiastically.
Milton nodded. “Thank you,” he said. Regina had to assume that he meant for agreeing to help with the benefit.
Regina started to make some cutting remark about him just wanting to get into her pants again, but she bit it back. Whatever his main reason, he did care about the kids, and the benefit would help them. It was reason enough for her to participate.
She let her eyes run over his profile, the strong lines of his forehead and nose, the curve of his lips. His hair was messy again, standing up in thick, unruly patches, and she found herself wanting to smooth it down.
“You’re welcome,” she said finally, and looked away. She was very much afraid that if the goal of his little benefit was to get her into bed, he’d wasted his efforts. Sometime during the display, she’d decided she was going to sleep with him, anyway.




MILTON WAS HAPPY to see Nick and Blake arrive as the kids were petting the dog. Nick was carrying a cooler and a backpack, his face set in a calm mask. Blake was wearing jeans and a green sweater, her long hair braided. They were walking just far enough apart for Milton to think they were still annoyed with each other.
Milton gestured to a nearby table with orange plastic chairs. Nick set everything down on the table while Milton made the introductions. “Dr. Regina Burke, this is my business partner, Nick Cord, and one of our good friends, Blake Webster. They’ve both helped with the shows here at the hospital.”
“Hey, Nick.” Chuck broke off from petting the dog and wandered over. “How’s it going, man?” Man and boy performed a complicated series of hand gestures that seemed to take five minutes.
“Pretty good, Chuck. Have you been practicing your knots?”
“Yeah.” Chuck dug out several pieces of rope from the pocket of his green robe. “I practiced the French whipping on the frayed end, the double-loop, and the monkey’s fist.”
Milton watched Nick examine the ropes carefully, giving the effort 100 percent of his attention. Nick was good with kids, whether he wanted to admit it or not. Catching the fond look in Blake’s eye, Milton smiled.
“They look good, Chuck,” Nick pronounced finally. “We’ll have to go over a few more.” Nick then turned to Regina, who’d gotten distracted by the kids petting Simon.
“It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Regina Burke,” he said, grabbing her attention. Holding out his hand for her to shake, he didn’t smile—Nick rarely smiled fully—but he was looking at her with approval.
Milton found himself grinning. He’d told Nick she was beautiful.
Blake did smile fully at Regina. “It’s nice to meet you finally. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
Regina’s lips quirked and she shot Milton a glance. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”
Milton hoped Blake didn’t mention the practice session with the bra—somehow he thought he would lose his cool factor if she knew he’d had to practice that one first. “Why don’t we sit down and we can talk about the plans?”
Regina looked at her watch. “Sorry, I have to get back to work, and the kids need to get back to their rooms soon,” she said loudly enough for the parents and a couple of the nurses to overhear.
There were protests—and whines—but within fifteen minutes, all the kids had been ushered back to their beds, and Regina was taking her leave. “I can stop back in three hours or so. Will you still be here?”
Milton nodded. Even if Nick and Blake had to leave, he would still be here.
“All right.” Regina hesitated, meeting his gaze. He was watching her carefully. Something was different. “I’ll see you later, then.”
“See you,” he replied, and wished the words didn’t feel completely inadequate.
He watched her leave, ass round and perfect in her scrubs, and didn’t realize that he was staring after her forlornly until Blake commented, “Jeez, I’ve never seen him this bad.”
Milton turned around to face the scrutiny of his two friends. “Isn’t she great?”
“She’s beautiful,” Blake agreed in her husky voice. “And she likes you, too.”
“What makes you say that?” Milton sat down at the table with them and leaned forward, ready to hear every detail of their thoughts on this particular subject.
Nick tapped blunt fingers on the table and shrugged slightly. “She fights it, but she follows you with her eyes.”
Blake nodded, looking sideways at Nick. “It’s like she can’t help but watch you.”
Milton wanted her to watch him. He wanted her to stare at him as much as she wanted, because he felt the same way about her—like his eyes couldn’t stop following her around.
“Good,” Milton said, rubbing his fingers together, “that’s good.”
“You think your plan is working?” Nick asked.
Milton shrugged and gave them both a rueful smile. “I have no idea, but things seem to be improving. She agreed to help with the show.”
Nick nodded, opening his backpack and pulling out Milton’s sketchpad and a Mac laptop. “You still thinking you want to do a version of the disappearing lady?”
Unable to help himself, Milton glanced back to the doors. He hoped he wasn’t cursing himself somehow, selecting that particular trick. He didn’t know why he had, except that she always seemed to be leaving—but he was the magician, not the audience, and he knew where she went, and how to get her back.
“Yeah.” Milton nodded, turning back to Nick and Blake. “That’s what I’m thinking.”
“Let’s get busy, then,” Nick said decisively, and turned on his laptop.
Milton cracked his knuckles and picked up his sketchpad and a pencil. Blake scooted closer to him, a devilish light in her eyes. “Now I know this is a kids show, but for ‘rehearsals,’ I know this lingerie shop that sells the most decadent, old-fashioned underwear. I bet your doctor would look perfect in it.”
Milton blinked at her. “What makes you think—”
She patted his hand. “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll take care of it.”
Nick was studiously ignoring them. Milton thought about it, and the idea of Regina Burke in some old-fashioned lingerie sounded excellent actually. Beyond excellent. He just had to convince her to wear it.




WHEN REGINA MADE IT BACK to the entertainment room, the planning session had already wrapped up, and Milton was sitting alone, drawing furiously in a sketchbook. A half-empty water bottle and a muffin sat in front of him. Regina pulled back one of the hard plastic chairs and sat down. He looked up at her absently, his gaze blank, but then he recognized her and smiled. Regina took a long sip of water from the bottle on the table in front of her. She was alone with Milton Shaw.
“I think we worked out the details of the trick.” He waved to indicate the drawing in front of him.
“Why do you like magic so much?” She’d seen him with the kids, helping them with the simple tricks they’d performed for her, coaching them on the placement of their fingers, their gestures. He became absorbed in what he was doing, like every surgeon or artist she’d ever met.
He had begun to pull sheets of paper forward to show her, but now he hesitated. He flashed a glance at her, his blue eyes catching hers before he looked back down and finished the sketch.
“Maybe because of all the girls it gets me,” he said, and smiled a little ironically, lifting up the paper and blowing off bits of eraser before handing the page to her.
“I’ve heard that,” she agreed. She wouldn’t have thought that being a magician would be a turn-on. But there were magicians, and then there were magicians who looked like Milton Shaw.
“What do you think?”
She looked down at the images he’d created. He’d drawn her . . . in very tight scrubs, with her arms tied in front of her. She was about to step into what looked like an MRI machine.
“So the kids are going to force me in there, and then I disappear?”
He was watching her again. “Yes—like they’re pirates, and they’ve made you walk the plank.”
“Cool. And you’re still not sure whether to host the entire thing here at the hospital or somewhere else?”
“Well,” Milton said, ruffling his hair thoughtfully, “we’ll bring in more money if we host it somewhere elegant that serves dinner. No way are we fitting enough tables in here to serve anything, but most of the kids can’t be out of the hospital that long.”
“Didn’t you tell Nick that you could use video clips and have the show elsewhere?”
“Yeah.” He frowned. “We’ll have to decide soon. A large benefit like that will take months, unlike a smaller one here at the hospital. I’d like something less formal and easier to pull together.”
“Why?” she asked.
This time he just looked at her . . . and looked at her, until she felt a small flush on her cheeks. “Listen, I don’t believe you that getting me into bed is the only reason you want to do this show.” She’d watched him all day. He did care about the kids. “So if we took that out of the equation, what would your decision be?”
He scowled. “I suppose I’d just have the benefit here and donate money myself. I’d rather not put on a big production.”
Clearing her throat, she asked, “Okay, so either way, are you going to hold the benefit as Milton Shaw or Shaw the Magician? I think you’ve outed yourself to the staff at this point. Somebody likely recognized you.”
“I know.” He ran a hand through his hair again and frowned. “I’d rather keep my coming here a secret. It’s not like I’m movie-star famous or anything, but I don’t want everyone knowing about it.”
Regina looked down at her hands, at the neatly filed nails and smooth pink beds. “I can understand that. In fact, I was going to propose something to you.” She looked up at him and nearly lost her nerve. This was a really stupid idea. Damn Celeste.
He turned to face her completely. “What? Anything you want. Seriously.”
Regina nearly grinned. “You really need to start saying what you mean. Don’t hold back.”
He snorted and took one of her hands, lifting it to his lips. “Seriously, I’ll beg. You want me to beg?”
He kissed the tips of her fingers, brushing them against his lower lip, and Regina gasped. He was good at this, clearly enjoying the feel of her fingers against his mouth. This wasn’t a man who counted the seconds of foreplay until he could get to the good stuff. He seemed to want to absorb her through his skin. Did he treat all women this way, with this raw fascination?
“I was thinking,” Regina said on a sharp breath, “that we could explore this . . . interest we have in each other—”
His eyes lit up and he gripped her hand a little harder. “Awesome. What made you change your mind? Wait, I don’t care. Let’s go.”
He stood, but Regina dragged him back down. “Listen, will you? Jeez.”
He sat back down, his face set, but his eyes were dark, his body tense. She would think he was crazy, but she felt it, too, this tingle of heat throughout her body, almost like a magnetic pull drawing her closer to him. She’d watched him earlier, watched the way his T-shirt molded to the muscles of his chest, his flat stomach. He might have the brain of a software nerd, but he had the body of a ballet dancer or a martial artist. Lean, with no wasted fat or muscle, everything sculpted to perfection. She’d watched, and she’d wanted to touch.
“As I was saying . . .” she continued, tugging back her hand because he was making her crazy with those soft, slow brushes. “I think we could have some fun together, but”—she pointed a finger at him—“I do not want to date you. I don’t want my picture in the paper. I don’t want anyone to know you and I are . . . involved. Capisce?”
His hands, restless now, began to fiddle with the pencil he’d been using to draw, making it seem to appear and disappear between his palms.
“You don’t want anyone to know we’re—fucking. I’ll say it. We’ll just be fucking. Not dating.”
Regina hadn’t thought about it in quite those terms. She wasn’t really the type to have a fuck buddy, but she didn’t want a relationship, either. She was beginning to think that he may have a few principles, but when this went south—and it would—she didn’t want it public. She didn’t want any part of her life public ever again.
“I’m not saying I won’t share a meal with you, or sit at home and watch a movie. It’s just that I don’t want to share my private life with everyone who likes to chase you online. No tweets, no Facebook posts, no publicity. That’s what I’m asking.”
“No benefit dinners either, then?”
Regina studied him, wondering why it mattered. “You go out with women all the time. I’m sure there are plenty that would love to go anywhere with you.” Regina thought of Celeste, of all the Celestes out there, and knew it was true.
“I want you,” he said simply, making the pencil disappear with a finality that made her blink. He stood again and held out a hand. “I’m good with your terms, but I have a few of my own.”
Regina gathered from his tone that his terms had something to do with sex, and she looked around the room to make sure that no one else had come in.
“What are they? You get to keep my bras?”
There was a gleam in his eye that made her shiver and want to scoot back at the same time. “I’ll buy you more. I’ll tell you the rest somewhere a little more private.”
Wondering exactly what she’d gotten herself into, Regina placed her hand in his, and used it to pull herself up. She stepped closer to him, so close that his nostrils flared a little, breathing her in. “That sounds perfect,” she said breathily, and brushed by him, heading back toward her office and then the locker room to get her things.
She heard him following, his steps predatory, and began to hurry.




MILTON COULDN’T QUITE BELIEVE that she’d agreed. Just like that, she’d changed her mind and he was following that sweet little ass down the hallway. He felt like cheering and scooping her up, but restrained himself as he stalked behind her.
He didn’t let himself think too much about her conditions. He thought he understood where she was coming from, but part of him—the college-nerd part, maybe—hated that she didn’t want to be seen with him. It wasn’t going to stop him from tossing her in the limo, taking her home, and doing very, very bad things to her, but he thought maybe he could change her mind, maybe in a few weeks, once she realized that being involved with him publicly wouldn’t be the horrible experience she was expecting.
They walked past the nurses’ station and he caught Jackie’s eye. The chief nurse raised a questioning eyebrow at him above her dark red glasses.
He glanced at Regina and shrugged. He wasn’t sure what she was asking, but he didn’t have an answer regardless. Some of the nurses seemed to recognize him. He heard “Milton Shaw” whispered a couple times and faltered midstride. She wanted to keep it a secret.
Stopping in his tracks—he was making it pretty obvious that he was following her—he took out his phone and texted, “Meet you at the limo. Text me when you get outside.”
Scowling, he retraced his steps and went past the nurses’ station and to the exit. It wasn’t snowing, but it obviously had been. A thick crust of white covered the limo.
Milton hurried to get inside. “Shane, go around the block for a minute. We’re going to pick up Dr. Burke when she comes outside in a few minutes.”
Shane nodded and pulled away from the curb while Milton called his favorite five-star restaurant and ordered two meals, requesting that they be delivered to his brownstone as soon as possible. Then he called his housekeeper and asked her to light a fire in the library fireplace and wait for the food before she left for the day. As soon as he hung up the phone, Regina’s text appeared.
He snapped his head up, and said to Shane, “She’s on her way outside.”
“All right,” Shane replied and pressed on the gas, making Milton suspect that he’d conveyed his urgency a little too clearly.
When they swung around the corner and then through the parking lot to the employee entrance, Regina was stepping outside the glass door, bundled up in a purple down jacket with a white knitted cap and dark gray boots that came to her calves.
As soon as Shane pulled to a stop, Milton got out and held the door open for Regina, taking her backpack from her as she ducked inside. He followed after her, admiring her jeans-clad bottom, and closed the door quickly behind them.
“Shane, can you take us to the brownstone?”
“Sure, boss, no problem,” Shane replied, and quickly rolled up the partition.
A thick and molten silence descended between them, a silence that was not silence but deeply drawn breaths, expelled harshly from lungs that felt tight, from lips that trembled on the brink of saying something, anything, that would get them to the next kiss, the next touch between them.
“Can’t kiss you here,” Milton managed. “I won’t stop.”
She nodded, licking her lips, and took a deep shuddering breath. “I’ve never been like this. Sex has never been like this for me.”
Milton knew what she meant. He’d been fascinated by women before, been infatuated with the idea of them, had wanted them, but with her it was almost like a sickness, like something that took him over completely. It reminded him of his magic.
He wanted more.
“I ordered dinner. It’s being delivered.”
Relief came over her face, whether at the idea of being fed or the knowledge that she wouldn’t have to be seen in public with him, he wasn’t sure, and at the moment he didn’t care. He didn’t even know if he was hungry, but he wanted to feed her, wanted to indulge every need and whim she had, large or small, until she saw nothing but him, cared for nothing but the time they spent together.
He didn’t remember feeling this strongly for anyone, not for a long time, not since William was alive.
He stopped the thought in its tracks, not wanting it to escape, not daring to think about what it meant that he would equate her with his lost brother.
“Talk to me,” she urged, “or I’m going to crawl in your lap.”
Enough was enough. He laughed and tugged her up and over so that they were face-to-face, her legs straddling his hips.
“I’ll put my hands behind my back,” he said thickly, enjoying the feel of her. “Why don’t you just kiss me for a while?”
She seemed startled by the idea, blinking at him, but then she smiled, and it was not a smile he’d ever seen on her face. It had a childlike quality to it, a disbelief, as if what was happening was new and bright and wonderful.
“Yeah?” she asked, and he nodded.
“Cool,” she replied, and gripped his hair in her hands. She pressed her lips to his with an eagerness that made his hands clench into fists against the leather seat at his back. Her mouth tasted like almonds and honey. Her tongue, shy at first, gently traced his lower lip, tasting him. He groaned, enjoying the sensation. No one had ever kissed him with such care, as if she were exploring his tastes and textures.
Pressing deeper, she ran her tongue over his. He stopped himself from taking her mouth by sheer force of will, curious about what she would do next. How would she take his tongue? Would she twine hers around his luxuriously, lustily, pressing the muscular flesh together in one thick plunge, or would she glide delicately inside, exploring as she was now?
She made a small noise in her throat and scooted closer, pulling his head tighter toward hers. “Kiss me back,” she growled, and sealed her lips to his, twining her tongue around his with an urgency that matched the rocking motion of her hips against his.
His hands shifted to her hips to hold her tighter against him as his mouth took hers in return, plunging between her lips, tasting her as she’d tasted him. She was so soft, and smelled of hand sanitizer, peppermints, and arousal, the contrast making him feel light-headed.
They twined together, tightening around each other in the seat like two ball pythons, trying to squeeze the life out of each other in an attempt to get closer, feed the need that burned in both of them. Shit, he wanted to fuck her.
He released her lips to yank the cap off her head and sink his fingers into her hair, rapidly removing the pins with fingers that moved too quickly for most people to see. He threw them carelessly across the limo and buried his fingers in the thick tresses, gripping and releasing until her hair fell in soft dark waves down her back. At the roots near the back of her head, where her bun had been drawn tight, her hair was still damp and smelled faintly of lavender shampoo.
He breathed her in, letting the sound and scent of her imprint itself on his flesh, and ran his lips over her soft cheek to her ear. He didn’t know any seductive words, didn’t know what to say except what he felt, which was a simple but heartfelt, “I want to fuck you.”




BY THE TIME THEY PULLED UP to his brownstone thirty minutes later, he’d stripped off his coat and scarf and hers, tossing them carelessly on the floor of the limo. He’d removed her bra, though her shirt was still on—mostly. He’d pushed it up over her breasts, and was busy sucking on the tight pearly nipples, making her moan and twist on his lap, the scent of their mutual arousal filling the overheated air in the back of the limo.
Shane didn’t roll down the partition, but he did tap discreetly on the glass, making Milton suddenly aware of his surroundings.
He pulled away from her breasts, staring at the wet tips with longing, his hands still weighing and caressing the soft white globes. “We’re here,” he said thickly, marveling at the perfect white breasts before him. Seriously, it still felt like a damn miracle when women let him see their breasts. Nothing made him hornier than a fine pair of tits in his face. He wanted to carry her in the house like that, with her breasts warming his cheeks, the smell and softness of her surrounding him.
She didn’t seem to understand at first, but then she flushed and jerked her shirt down over her hardened nipples.
“Where’s my bra?”
“Over there,” he murmured with regret. “Don’t put it on, though. Just put your coat on.”
She did as he said, scrambling off his lap and grabbing her coat, pulling it on and zipping it while he picked up his own coat. She shoved her bra in her pocket, but she put the knitted cap back on her head. Milton didn’t see how she could stand the idea; he was so overheated he felt like the cold air would do him good.
He grabbed her backpack. “Ready?”
She nodded, her face flushed, eager, and he opened the door and climbed out. Scrambling after him, he took her hand to make sure she didn’t slip on the snow-covered sidewalk.
Once he’d made sure that Regina was safely on the sidewalk, Milton leaned back inside the limo. “Thanks, Shane, I don’t think I’ll need anything more tonight.”
Shane nodded. “Pick you up in the morning?”
Milton almost shook his head no, wanting to keep Regina all day in bed with him, but he remembered that she probably had to work, and said, “Yes, that’s fine.”
“All right, boss, see you then.”
Milton shut the door and heard the limo pull away, leaving him standing on the sidewalk in the cold with the hottest doctor he’d ever met. Of course, at the moment the hottest doctor looked a little chilly—the tip of her nose was turning red and she’d shoved her hands deep in her pockets.
He took her elbow and hurried her to the front door of his brownstone. He hoped that Mrs. Beechum had arranged everything and gone on her merry way.
The doors opened automatically as he drew near, and he ushered her inside.
“Cool. What if someone had a gun to your head?” She removed her hat and ran her fingers through her hair.
“I programmed it to recognize a particular facial expression that means under duress.”
She smiled at him—she stood in his hallway and smiled at him. “Of course you did.”
He grinned at her and tossed his own jacket over the staircase railing. “Come on, there’s food in the library.”
She let him lead her down the hall to the right of the stairs and to his library, where Mrs. Beechum had indeed set out the dinner he’d had sent over from Houston’s. She’d also set out the silver candlesticks that had come with the house, and had built a roaring file in the fireplace. The room smelled of freshly cooked steak, potatoes, mixed winter vegetables, and freshly opened wine from the cellar.
“Wow,” she murmured, “this is nice.”
Milton looked around at the big leather couch, the thick rug in front of the fireplace, and the food set out on his best china. He was glad it was nice, but all he could think about was getting Regina naked and sinking himself inside her.
“Are you hungry?” His voice came out a little too gravelly and he cleared his throat. “I thought you might be.”
She looked at him, and slowly removed her jacket, drawing down the zipper with the utmost care. She could have stolen his wallet, his pants, and the shirt off his back in the time it took for that zipper to descend to the bottom of her jacket.
She shrugged out of it, and was standing in front of him with her nipples pressing against her shirt. The light from the fire flickered over her delicate nose, the perfect sculpture of her lips, and cast deep shadows in the hollow of her throat.
“Or we could eat later,” he suggested, and hoped his tone didn’t sound as desperate as he thought it did.
She threw her jacket on the couch behind her and the slick fabric slid to the floor. When she reached for the bottom of her shirt, he held his breath, hoping that she’d just stand still and let him look at those beautiful breasts in the firelight. She did, drawing off her shirt slowly and tossing it on the ground near his feet like a challenge.
Her beautiful white breasts weren’t big, but they were full, with taut pink tips.
“Touch yourself,” he begged, wanting to see those competent hands cup and rub those nipples. How did she like to be touched?
Ducking her head a little, her lips parted, she did as he asked, cupping the soft round mounds in her hands and squeezing, letting her nipples pop from between her fingers. She pinched them—harder than he would have, hard enough to make them tight little buds that begged for his mouth. Crossing her arms, she cupped her breasts on one forearm, then let the other hand glide down her stomach to the top of her jeans. She unbuttoned them, and Milton lost what little self-control he possessed.
“God,” he gasped, and moved forward, grasping her arm and pulling her in the direction of the fireplace. Once they were on the rug, he went to his knees. She made as if to follow him, like her legs actually wouldn’t hold her up, but he held her still. With infinite precision, he reached up and caressed the tips of her nipples with his thumbs, letting the rough, callused tips abrade the already hard surface to a deep red.
She moaned, arching toward him, but he didn’t stop. He shifted his fingers and pinched her nipples, as hard as she had done, and then rolled them between his fingers. Her knees sagged. “God,” she moaned. “Please.”
He wasn’t sure what she was begging for. For him to suck on them? He’d be happy to, but he wanted her shoes and jeans off first. If he brought her down to his level, he was going to fuck her, and this time, this first time, he wanted her naked and spread out beneath him.
Sliding his hands down her taut belly, enjoying the flutters of her stomach muscles as she breathed quickly, he slid down the zipper of her jeans, and shoved his hands inside, working his fingers between the fabric of her jeans and the satiny surface of her panties. He cupped her ass for one delicious moment, and then began tugging her jeans down her legs. He didn’t stop until her jeans were just above her knees. She tried to spread her legs, but she was trapped, her smooth thighs trembling as he ran his hands along the outside of them, curving them over the backs of her thighs, just barely letting his fingers brush the silky skin between her thighs.
He could smell her arousal and knew that between her legs she would be slick and hot and wet.
He breathed in, fascinated by the feel of her beneath his hands, wanting this moment to last forever. He bent lower and slid one hand between her legs, tucking a finger beneath her panties and knuckling her clit before she could expect it, making her gasp sharply and jerk her hips. Holding her with his free hand, he allowed his fingers to slip and slide over the soft folds, abrading her gently, pleasing her, pleasing himself, before he dipped two fingers inside her swollen, slick entrance and gently, inexorably, spread them apart, stretching and opening her.
“Milton.” She gripped his hair fiercely. “Let me down. Fuck me.”
He shifted his grip on her and rolled, tucking her under him at the same time, and deposited her on her back.
Sitting up, he quickly yanked her boots off her feet and pushed her legs forward so that he could strip her jeans off. Her panties followed, and in less time than it would take him to steal someone’s wallet, he had her naked before him. She was not tall, but her legs were well shaped and lightly muscled from bike riding. The thatch of dark hair between her legs was lush and slightly curly, the way he’d imagined, and he wanted to bury his face in it, let the crisp curls and the salty rich smell of her cover his cheeks and lips.
She wouldn’t stay still, though, she kept reaching for his shirt, attempting to tug it over his head, until he lost patience and stripped it off himself. His jeans he just unbuttoned and shoved partway down his legs. He never wore underwear, so the hard length of him sprang out joyfully, the bulbous tip already wet with fluid that had escaped his control.
“Oh, hell yeah,” she murmured, and reached for him, her dark eyes almost black in the firelight as she gripped him in her fist and sat up, putting her lips to the head and tasting him.
Milton damn near lost it then. Could she be any more perfect? She was forcing him between her lips, pressing him between those plump, perfect petals, and he thought that someone could stab him and he wouldn’t give a shit at the moment, as long as she kept doing that.
She moaned like she was enjoying the taste of him and took him deeper, swirling her tongue around him while her hand tightened on the base of his shaft.
“Oh fuck,” he groaned, and pushed at her shoulders. “I have to fuck you. Lie back.”
She did, laying back on the rug and spreading her legs like a wanton. “Don’t forget the condom,” she whispered, and he blinked. Condom, right. He had one in his pocket. He produced it with a deft move of his fingers, and rolled it onto himself.
He could see the pink of her, open and ready for him, and he mounted her without another thought, using his hand to fit himself inside her, and shoving forward in increments, working his thick length inside her while she gasped and writhed.
“Oh fuck. God, yes.” She was laughing. “It feels so good.”
He knew. He knew. He’d never felt such perfect heat, such delicious tightening around his cock as he moved, slowly at first, just rocking inside her, letting her adjust to his length and girth, working himself inside her. But she kept moaning and twisting. Her legs came around his hips and tightened, trying to draw him closer, so he grabbed her knees and pushed them toward her chest, opening her completely, making her vulnerable to him, and then he fucked her hard, drawing most of the way out and then sliding back inside firmly. In and out, slide and grind. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. He couldn’t come yet. Hold on, wait till she’s there. Her skin was flushed, her nipples distended, and he knew it wouldn’t be long. She was close, so close, and then her stomach muscles tightened, and inside, around his cock, he felt a sharp jerk and her muscles began milking him, gripping his cock lovingly.
With a low growl, he lost himself in fucking her, shoving himself in and out, his hips pounding, his cock throbbing as he shoved it inside her again and again until he came in a burst of come that left him feeling shredded and shaken, falling forward to lay his sweaty head next to hers on the rug, his breath coming in rapid gasps.
She wrapped her arms around his back, but then seemed to lose all her energy and let them slide down to fall at her sides.
“Now I’m hungry,” she murmured.
Milton smiled.




REGINA PUSHED MILTON OFF HER so she could breathe. He went a step further and removed himself from her body, making her gasp as he dragged himself over her soft, swollen tissues.
He made a noise, a cross between a laugh and a gasp, and removed the evidence of their little adventure. He stood, walking away from her to his desk, and threw the condom away. He also seemed to clean himself off with something—perhaps his shirt—and toss it aside.
Regina admired his taut buttocks and toned legs as he walked away from her, thinking idly that a man with an ass that fine should never wear clothing. He turned back to her and caught her looking at him. He didn’t seem to mind. On the contrary, he absently stroked himself as he looked at her, his eyes lingering on her breasts.
Regina watched him for a moment, enjoying the honest lust in his gaze, as he stroked himself. “I think you better feed me before we try that again.” She smiled and sat up.
He glanced behind him, at the dinner that still sat on his desk. The candles had burned down much of the way, but the food still smelled delicious.
“Where would you like to eat?” He gestured at his chair, or on the floor.
Regina smiled. “I think I’d like to stay down here, actually.”
“Can we stay naked?” he asked, and Regina smiled at him.
“Oh, yeah,” Regina agreed. She wasn’t quite done with that cock just yet. She’d never dreamed she could be fucked like that, that she would enjoy it so much. The few times she’d had sex had been hurried couplings with other residents, and a couple times in college, but she’d never been left boneless and sighing, her mind completely overwhelmed by the sheer flood of lust that had run over her.
He grinned. “Awesome. Let me get the plates. You stay there.”
Regina shifted so she was sitting cross-legged, enjoying the decadent feel of the fire on her naked limbs, the weight in her bare breasts as she settled herself and waited for him to return with food for her.
“You lift weights?” she asked, though he didn’t really have the body of a bodybuilder.
He glanced at her, pausing in the act of scooping what looked like vegetables onto her plate. “Yeah, but mostly I run, practice yoga, karate, swimming, biking. Anything, really, to stay in shape.”
“To practice your magic?”
He’d just taken a bite of a roll, but he kind of chuckled around it. “Sort of.” He handed her a plate heaped with food—all of it smelled delicious, better than anything Regina had eaten in a while. Even the restaurant at the Commonwealth hadn’t served anything that looked quite this good.
He went back and grabbed her a napkin and some silverware before making himself a plate. “Only the illusions and the escapes require much in the way of flexibility or extreme strength. I’m no Houdini. Mostly I just like to have fun with it, hence the hospital. No one has more fun than kids.”
Regina took a bite of her own roll and watched him, not disbelieving exactly, but not sure that he realized how intense he was about his magic, how focused he became when he was performing. He worked out every day—he had to for a body like that, though he said it was just for fun. But Regina appreciated the results regardless.
He sat down cross-legged next to her, and cut a piece of steak. “I haven’t been this hungry since I went on a fifty-mile bike ride last summer.”
Regina agreed, chewing her own steak with eye-rolling delight. Damn. “You go on many rides?” she asked when she finished chewing.
“Sometimes,” he agreed. “I know you do”—he pointed his fork at her—“even when it’s stupid.”
“Paying for parking in my neighborhood is stupid,” she muttered. “You don’t have to worry about that, do you?”
He shrugged. “Not so much.”
Regina narrowed her eyes a little. She’d had to worry about everything since her father disappeared. “Besides, I like to ride. So don’t judge.”
“What do you like most about it?”
Regina considered her response. “The freedom of it, I think. When I’m riding, it’s like I’m alone and no one can touch me, but I see everything.”
“Yeah,” he agreed, his face thoughtful. “Riding downhill is my favorite. I feel like I’m flying.”
She quirked an eyebrow at him. “Hit some black ice and you will go flying.”
“Unlike some lunatics, I rarely ride in winter.” He paused and seemed to be looking around for something. “I forgot the wine. Hang on.”
The wine was already open on the table, so he quickly poured two glasses and carried them back to her. “For my lady’s pleasure.”
Regina accepted a glass, smiling ruefully at the idea that she would play an evil princess. “I suppose the evil princess thing was your idea?”
He took an enormous bite of butternut squash. He nodded. “Mine and Emily’s.”
“Why was it so important to you that I participate?” She took another bite of her steak. He had an amazing chest, all sculpted muscle lightly dusted with dark hair. He had the body of a real man, like Cary Grant or Clint Eastwood, not those shiny muscles she saw on the covers of some of her romance novels. This was a man whose body would only get harder and stronger with time, not flabby and soft like those puffed-up pretty boys.
He speared a piece of roasted potato and held it up for her to take a bite. “I just wanted you to spend time with me, realize that I’m not an ass, and sleep with me.”
Regina accepted the bite, but she was frowning as she chewed. “Milton, it’s not that I think all rich guys are assholes. I just don’t want to start something with you, get photographed, have everyone at work know about it, and then, when it ends, have to deal with the fallout.”
Milton scowled, looking at her chest. “Why would it end?”
Regina pressed her lips together. “How many long-term relationships have you been in, Milton Shaw?”
Milton’s scowl deepened. “How long is long-term?”
“That’s what I thought,” she muttered.
“Well,” he said, stretching out one leg. “How many have you been in?”
She looked triumphant and gestured with her fork. “Ha. None. So there’s no reason to suppose this is going anywhere.”
His scowl faded, maybe because her breasts had bounced a little when she’d gestured. She’d felt them, and his eyes had followed the movement. “Don’t you believe in true love, happily ever after, all that?”
“Do you?” she asked.
A thought seemed to cross his face, something dark and crushing, the kind that spoke of sorrow, of loss so profound that it cast a shadow over the rest of one’s life. The disappearance of Regina’s father hadn’t been that kind of loss—she’d been too angry—but the death of her grandmother, that had been a soul killer for sure.
He set his fork down. “I want to.”
Regina nearly choked on her potatoes. Regardless of what he wanted—and she couldn’t help but feel that it was just a really good line—she wasn’t about to start counting on fairy tales and girlish dreams come true. Sex, though. Sex sounded just about right.
“I want to fuck you again,” Regina said calmly, and took a long sip of her wine.
Milton’s lip quirked, and he shoved his food aside. “You say the sweetest things.” He reached for her plate, and she protested, “I’m still hungry.”
“Too bad,” he growled. “You can’t say something like that and not pay the price. One of my conditions.”
Regina squealed and tried to stab another piece of steak, but he caught her and removed the fork from her hand deftly, tossing it aside. He kissed her, his lips taking hers thoroughly, and Regina forgot that she was hungry and wrapped her arms around his neck.
“Mmmm . . . steak, wine, and woman,” he said, twining his tongue with hers. “Three of my favorite things.”
Regina chuckled against his lips. “Gross,” she murmured in between kisses, and was startled when he smacked her bare ass. It was surprisingly titillating, and she wiggled her bottom against him. She guessed she did like being spanked. Who knew? Would he spank her again if she turned over, run his hands over her bottom? She wasn’t quite comfortable enough to ask, not just yet.
Wrapping his arms more tightly around her, he stood suddenly and walked her over to the couch, one hand on her ass, the other holding her head still for his deep, slow kisses.
The cool leather of the couch hit the back of her thighs, and she gasped. He released her and stepped back, his dick hard and pointed toward his stomach, the tip already purple and engorged.
“Go to your knees and turn around.” His fingers were twitching, like he was about to perform a trick. Regina licked her lips. If she went to her knees and turned around, she’d be facing the back of the couch. What did he intend to do, fold her over the back of it and take her from behind? The thought made a rush of liquid heat flow between her legs. Fuck, yes. She wanted her ass in the air, wanted him to take her like that.
“Is this another condition, that I let you do what you want to me?”
His eyes gleamed. “Yes.”
She did as he asked, keeping eye contact with him as she turned around. She used the back of the couch to help her go to her knees and spread them, just enough to let him take her easily, but not so much that she was uncomfortable. Delicious anticipation rose inside her in little waves of pleasure.
Bending forward and gripping the top of the couch, she let herself hang over it, just a little, just enough so that her ass tilted upward, spread and ready for him.
She could hear the slow slap of flesh on flesh that said he was preparing himself again, and then he was talking in a voice that sounded husky and slightly strangled. “God. I want a picture of you like that. I’ve never seen anything so fucking amazing in my life.”
Regina groaned, feeling the heat of the fire on the bare cheeks of her ass, the exposed flesh between her legs, and she had to fight to say, “No pictures.”
“No pictures,” he agreed, but his voice sounded closer. Regina expected him to come behind her and mount her, take her quickly and roughly. She didn’t care, she was ready. She wanted him to take her as roughly as he wanted.
Instead she felt the brush of his hair against the cheeks of her ass, felt him press his face against her, burying himself in between her legs in the earthiest display of lust she’d ever experienced. She gasped, bending further forward, and felt the probe of his tongue just at the top of her ass and then lower, stopping briefly to probe the dark rosette hidden between the taut globes of her buttocks. She inhaled sharply and tensed, but his hands came up and gripped her, his thumbs delving deep to stretch her open and vulnerable to him. She’d never imagined he’d do something like that, never really considered what it would feel like.
He used his thumbs to lift the cheeks of her ass, lifting her further forward, and his hot mouth slid down to the wet, hot entrance that was weeping for him. He stabbed his tongue inside her, bending down to worship her with his mouth. Hot. Wet. One thumb pushed into her entrance while one of his fingers began probing at her ass, where his tongue had made her wet.
“God,” she gasped, gripping the couch so hard her fingers turned white. “God, yes. Do that.”
He did, probing gently and then pushing forward, until he’d thoroughly penetrated her. His left hand slid around the front of her hips and down between her legs, sifting through the wet curls to her swollen clit. He teased it gently with his fingers while he gently squeezed and released with his other hand. Not hard, but she felt stretched, pierced more deeply and thoroughly than she’d ever been before.
She could feel her climax rising immediately, brought on by the feel of his finger deep inside, the ruthless massaging of her clit, the sound of his voice as he murmured, “Come for me.”
She did, clenching down so fiercely that she wondered how she didn’t bruise his fingers, but then he was removing his hand even as shudders still racked her, and his dick replaced his thumb. He took her, removing his left hand from between her legs to press between her shoulder blades, holding her hard against the back of the couch while he rode her ruthlessly, pounding between her legs until she shuddered and came again, gripping him, making his hipbones jerk, bruising her ass as he came.
Regina’s hair was in her face, sweat collected on her temples, and she’d never felt so deliciously fucked in her entire life. She lay there, unable to move, while he pulled out of her gently. She heard him remove the condom, and after a few moments he came back.
“Regina, are you okay? I’m sorry if I hurt you.” He brushed her hair back away from her face. He seemed concerned, his blue eyes worried.
Regina smiled a cat-in-the-cream smile at him and said, “I’m fine. I just can’t move.”
He chuckled and lifted her gently, turning her so that he was carrying her in his arms. Regina had never been carried in her life, at least not that she could recall, but he was managing it easily, leaving the library behind, and walking naked down the hallway.
“If you give me five minutes, I can walk,” she said against his neck. Unable to resist, she bit gently at the salty-slick flesh.
He grunted, “Don’t do that or I’ll drop you.”
Regina doubted it. His arms were rock steady beneath her. He reached the staircase and began climbing, the wood creaking with every step.
“I like your house,” she said. It had a kind of old-fashioned ornate detailing in the woodwork and the crown molding that reminded her of ghost stories and eighteenth-century novels.
“Me, too,” he agreed.
The staircase curved and Regina glanced down to see the front door below. It seemed like a long way down, and she tightened her grip around his neck.
His arms gathered her closer as he stepped onto a long, narrow landing lined with doors. Footfalls muffled by a deep blue Persian runner, he walked to the very end, to a set of double doors. He pushed them open with his foot, and turned so that he didn’t hit her feet or head on the door frame.
The room was enormous. Big enough that she suspected he’d combined two smaller rooms—the historical society had probably had a fit—and tall ceilings with more ornate crown molding. She had a sense of rich, dark wood furniture, and lots of blue. She was about to compliment him on his taste when he suddenly tossed her on his bed.
She bounced against a wall of pillows that smelled crisp and clean, as if they’d been freshly changed, and she was reminded of her childhood, when she would come home from school and run to her room to find the bed freshly made and flowers in a vase on her dresser. She pushed the memory away—she had no time for remembering.
She propped herself up on her elbows and looked around while he went to a huge chest of drawers and began rummaging for something. His room was interesting. Clearly a designer had taken creative control—everything was just a little too precisely put together for it to be otherwise, but he’d definitely left his stamp on the room. There were two brightly colored comic book drawings on the wall, one that she recognized as Loki from the Thor movies, and the other seemed to be some kind of magician—there were cards flying from his fingers. Perhaps to balance the bright colors of the drawings, everything else was done in muted shades of blue and gray.
He’d put on a T-shirt and a pair of basketball pants with “MIT” printed all over them. He padded across yet another gorgeous Persian to hand her a soft T-shirt in dark gray and a pair of boxers.
“I get the picture of the magician,” she mused, pointing in the direction of the art even as she tugged the shirt over her head. “But isn’t Loki a bad guy?”
Milton was watching with interest as she drew the T-shirt over her head. “The magician is Gambit, from X-Men.”
Regina gave him a forbearing look. Did he think she spent a lot of time watching X-Men? She couldn’t even remember the last time she went to a movie. Celeste had made her watch Thor when it came on TV because of a scene with the big blond actor in nothing but his jeans. Regina had been forced to concede that the two hours of monsters and magic and weird costumes had been worth it for that little scene.
“So why Loki?” she pressed.
He shrugged and absently whacked the pillows next to her to make them stand upright. “Same reason I like Khan in the Star Trek movie. They’re bad guys, but they understand the world around them in a way that the good guys just don’t. They make choices that I wouldn’t make, they make the wrong decisions, but they don’t just trip along expecting the world to go their way. They make things happen.”
Regina considered that. She thought she knew what he meant. Until her father had disappeared, she’d just gone along, expecting that world would fall at her feet because it always had, and then suddenly it didn’t anymore and she’d had to fight to make her way in it.
“And you like that better than the good guys, who have to make a mistake, get crushed, learn from it, and rise triumphant?”
Milton shrugged. “I don’t know, but I like the Hulk, too, he’s actually my favorite. He’s a good guy with a control problem.”
Regina felt her lips quirk. “A control problem, huh? So why isn’t he on the wall?”
“He’s upstairs in my workroom, for inspiration. Maybe I’ll put you up there, too.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her.
“Your workroom?”
“Yeah,” he said, grinning a little sheepishly. “I converted the attic.”
Regina couldn’t help but think that he was absolutely gorgeous, standing there, his dark hair a mess from her fingers, his body relaxed for once. What did he have up there to put that look on his face?
“Maybe you could show it to me?” His eyes lit up, but she held out a hand. “After you finish feeding me.”
“Stay here. Don’t move. I’ll be right back,” he said and dashed from the room with more energy than Regina could have mustered after three cups of coffee. If he could manage that, he could probably manage to fuck her a couple more times before morning. Regina sank backward onto the pillows with a satisfied smile.




MILTON HURRIED DOWN THE STAIRS and to the right into the kitchen, looking for the trays that he knew Mrs. Beechum had made him order when he’d been buying dishes for the kitchen. At the time he hadn’t understood why he needed trays, but now that he had a chance to bring the beautiful woman in his bed flowers, he was thrilled that he had dark wooden serving trays with inlaid mother of pearl and enamel in a Japanese design.
He wished he’d thought to order flowers with dinner as well, but since he hadn’t, he fashioned one out of a napkin and some wire that he kept in his junk drawer. It looked similar to the one he’d pinned to her scrubs a few days earlier. He wondered if she’d remember. She hadn’t mentioned it.
Once he had the tray, the flower, and a clean plate and silverware, he went back to the library to make her a fresh plate, or mostly fresh.
He liked the way she looked in his clothes. It had been a shame to give them to her, but he felt like if he didn’t cover her up, he’d go after her again and he didn’t want to hurt her.
He found himself half running, excited to see her again, excited to watch her eat, and talk about comics, and see her look at him with that speculative look, the look that said she liked fucking him, that she’d liked what he’d done to her. He kind of couldn’t believe he’d done that. He’d just . . . wanted to. He’d wanted to take all of her, experience everything there was to experience with her, make her come so hard that she would want to stay and fuck him again and again.
“Cold, but still edible—” he began as he came into the room, coming to a stop almost immediately.
She’d fallen asleep in the middle of his bed, her legs sprawled out and her arms thrown over her head. She was snoring lightly.
Milton stared and felt an odd little kick in his chest, like a muscle spasm, and he walked over to the corner of the room and set the tray down on the chaise. Sitting down next to it, he began to methodically eat the steak. Asleep. In the middle of his bed. He wasn’t sure why he found the idea so astonishing. He knew she’d gotten up early and ridden her bike to the hospital. He knew she’d been on her feet all day and that she’d spent the evening fucking him like a champ. Still, she was sleeping. Snoring. It was so weirdly normal. He didn’t think he’d ever had a woman snoring in his bed before.
He looked down, realized he’d finished the plate, and drank the glass of wine for good measure. Setting the tray aside, he picked up the gray throw and walked over to the bed. Jesus, she was beautiful.
Covering her gently with the throw, he paused for a moment, admiring her, and then went back downstairs to put the tray away in the kitchen.
Glass of wine in hand, he went back to the library and sat on the couch—grinning suddenly at the idea that he would think about tonight every time he sat on this couch. The fire had burned down, but it was still glowing red and hot.
Somewhere in the room, a phone beeped, and it wasn’t his. Locating her backpack, he found the phone in the outside pocket and pulled it out. There was a text from her sister showing up that read, “Hope you’re having fun! Fed the cat.”
He supposed she’d told her sister she was coming over while he’d been in the limo.
Out of habit, he logged onto his computer, reading absently through his emails. There were two from Roland, one asking him for help with a bug in the new system for the government, the other reminding him that the company was receiving an award for philanthropy from the Boston Business Journal in two weeks, but there was also one from Burris, the private investigator he’d texted a few days earlier.
“Have a lead on Burke. Want me to continue?”
Milton glanced up at the ceiling as if he could see all the way through the plaster to the woman who lay asleep in his bed. Her father was a bad guy, a guy who’d hurt a lot of people, including his own daughters. He could find Carter Burke, bring him to justice, maybe give her some closure.
A tiny, tiny voice suggested that maybe he should talk to her about this, but he ignored it. Her father had ruined her life, had made her not believe in happily ever after. Milton’s own father—a literature professor at Harvard—had believed in the power of literature to reveal humanity, to show truth, whether ugly or misshapen or guised as lies, and the truth was, Milton wanted to bring Carter Burke to justice partly to prove that he could, and partly to make Regina Burke happy with him.
With only the slightest hesitation, he typed, “Yes.”




REGINA KNEW SHE WAS DREAMING, at least at first, but she forgot as soon as she began to climb the steps. She was headed to the magician’s workroom, she knew she was, but she wasn’t sure why. He was up there, but what was he doing, what did he have planned for her?
The door was huge, somehow taller than any other door in the house, and as she turned the knob, she thought she could hear a woman’s voice and laughter. Frowning, she opened it, and froze. It was her. It had been her voice. She was wearing something sparkly and revealing, and her arms were tied above her head and her ankles bound. Milton was touching her, running his hands over her with impunity, and she was moaning, letting him, enjoying it.
Fascinated, Regina started forward, and Milton turned to look at her. “Regina?” he asked.
Regina frowned, tried to speak, but the voice came again: “Regina.”
Regina came awake with a start, jerking upward and hitting Milton’s forehead with her own.
“Ouch. Shit,” she gasped, her eyes watering.
She gotten him good as well. He was holding his nose like it might start bleeding at any moment.
“I’m sorry.” Regina scrambled to her knees and tried to take a closer look. “Shit, are you bleeding?”
After a moment, he released the bridge of his nose, and managed a smile for her. “Well, that’s one way to wake up.”
Regina looked around, confused. He was fully dressed in jeans and a dark gray sweater, his hair damp as if he’d just taken a shower. Her eyes felt gritty, like she’d slept in her contacts.
“Or you could have some coffee.” He gestured to a tray laden with what looked like an omelet, orange slices, and a carafe of coffee. One of his paper roses was laid across the tray. “I’d like to take credit for cooking it, but I sent Shane to pick it up.”
“What time is it?” Regina scrambled off the bed, horrified to realize that she’d fallen asleep. She had to get home, change, get to work. Shit. She hadn’t been this irresponsible in . . . she couldn’t remember.
“Relax.” He lifted a hand. “It’s like five a.m. You have plenty of time to eat, have a cup of coffee, and still go home and change.”
Five a.m. He was right. “You don’t mind?”
He was still sitting on the bed, but he smiled at her and lifted his own cup of coffee to his lips. “I don’t mind.”
Now that she thought about it, the food smelled heavenly. She hadn’t eaten much last night before she’d apparently passed out. How fucking embarrassing.
She felt awkward, standing there, but she didn’t want to just crawl into his bed and make herself at home again, as she apparently had last night.
“Come on,” he said, patting the bed next to him. “I know you’re probably hungry.”
Regina pushed the hair away from her face and walked over to him, taking a seat on the bed next to the nightstand where he’d placed the tray.
“You’re not hungry?”
He shrugged and took another sip of his coffee. “Not really. I hope you like spinach and feta.”
Regina loved spinach and feta, but she didn’t want to pig out with him sitting next to her. Luckily he stood, setting his mug aside, and handed her the plate.
“Here, eat.”
Regina obeyed, watching him while he poured her a cup of coffee. Oh, fuck. He’s perfect. I want to marry him. Shaking off the thought, Regina straightened. It’s just the coffee addiction talking. Will not give hand in marriage for cup of coffee.
“Cream?” he asked, and Regina nearly whimpered.
“Please.”
He poured it for her and then glanced at her lap. She’d already eaten half the omelet, which was delicious, but her bleary gaze was fixed on the coffee. She set her fork down, balancing the plate on her lap, and reached for the mug, which he gave her with a slight chuckle.
He seemed a little subdued this morning, and there were slight circles under his eyes.
Regina considered asking him if he had slept, but then she took her first sip of coffee. Halle-fucking-lujah.
“Good?” He laughed, and Regina gave him a look that called him an idiot for asking. Smiling at her, he stood and walked over to the chaise longue she’d noticed yesterday. Her backpack was there, as well as her clothes, which were carelessly piled rather than neatly folded. He wasn’t perfect after all. She breathed a sigh of relief.
He transferred her bag and clothes to the bed next to her and proceeded to move restlessly around the room while she watched. He didn’t seem to be able to sit still, making her wonder if she made him nervous or if he were trying to tell her that while last night had been fun, he wasn’t interested in continuing their little encounter.
Her throat tightened and she set her coffee back on the nightstand.
“Everything okay?” she ventured, wondering why she felt so hollow. She’d known this was temporary, she just hadn’t expected it to be quite this temporary.
“Great.” He removed a deck of playing cards from his pocket, shuffling them rapidly.
Regina took another bite of her food, watching him, until he seemed to realize that he had her undivided attention. The cards were gone before she’d seen him move.
“Sorry,” he said, scratching above his ear. “I’m trying to figure out how to ask you to come over again tonight.”
Relief made Regina smile broadly. “I think you just did.”
“So that’s a yes?” He rocked back on his heels a little.
“Yes.” She grinned, and took another enthusiastic bite of eggs.
“Good,” he said and laughed. “Good.”
“Now that that’s settled . . .” Regina finished the last bite of her eggs and set the plate on the tray. She picked up her coffee again. “Where did you sleep last night?”
“Ah”—he shifted his feet—“I was pretty restless, so I slept for a little while on the couch in the library. I didn’t want to wake you.”
“You could sleep on that thing?” she murmured, thinking about last night with more than a little heat.
“No.” His gaze was warmer as well, his eyes wandering over her. “Would you like to shower before you go?”
Regina wasn’t sure she’d be able to withstand the temptation of him, hot water, and what was probably a shower built to host a bacchanal.
“You’re already dressed,” she blurted out before she thought.
His eyes widened, and she realized that she’d just spilled the beans about what she wanted to do with him in that shower. His delighted smile said that he didn’t mind in the slightest. “I’ve got time if you do.”
Regina considered. She had an extra pair of scrubs in her locker at the hospital. If she showered here, wore the clothes she’d had on yesterday, and changed there, she would be good. She even had contact solution. She could give them a good rinse before putting them back in her eyes.
A smile curled the corner of her lip. “A shower sounds pretty nice.”
He kicked off his shoes. “Yes, it does.”




MILTON GRIMACED AS HE PUNCHED UP THE SPEED on the treadmill in the office gym. He was sore, actually sore, from the evening’s—and the morning’s—activities. That woman knew how to do some creative things with a showerhead.
Nick, who’d just finished running through a martial arts routine on a nearby mat, wiped his sweaty forehead with a towel, and took a seat on a nearby weight bench. His dark blond hair was damp with sweat, his blue eyes glowing with curiosity.
“So?” he said loudly enough to be heard over the noise of the treadmill. “How’d it go?”
Milton used the question as an excuse to dial the speed back down. He ran, but he’d never learned to like it much. When he’d slowed to a brisk walk, he said, “Two words: Mind. Blown.”
“Yeah?” Nick’s eyebrows shot up. “She seemed kind of reserved to me.”
Milton shook his head, knowing that a gentleman didn’t talk about a lady, but he wanted to talk to someone. It had been . . . She had been . . . Damn. He didn’t have the words for last night. “Not that reserved.”
“Hmm.” Nick looked at the ceiling. “So are you a couple?”
Milton sighed. “Not exactly.”
“Fuck buddies?”
“No.”
Nick waited patiently. Milton shrugged with feigned indifference. “She doesn’t want to go out in public with me—doesn’t want the attention because of what happened with her father.”
“You’re not in a boy band. The paparazzi don’t follow you around or anything.”
Milton nodded. “But I’m involved at the hospital, and she thinks that we’re going to break up and it’s going to negatively affect her position there.”
Nick seemed thoughtful. “Okay. That makes sense.”
Milton scowled. He didn’t want it to make sense, and he didn’t want his friends supporting her ridiculous idea. “Why is she so certain we’re going to break up? Why is everyone so certain that I’m going to lose interest and break up with her?”
“Maybe she’ll lose interest in you,” Nick suggested, and Milton threw a towel at him.
“Great. Thanks a lot.”
“You know,” Nick began, standing up, “for someone who spent all night getting laid, you sure are bitchy.”
“Fuck off,” Milton growled, and Nick left, chuckling.
After Nick left, Milton worked out for another half hour before heading to his office across the floor. On the way, he debated just taking off and stopping by the hospital to see if she wanted to get coffee or something, but stopped himself. He would see her tonight. She’d agreed to rehearse with him in his workshop that evening, though he wasn’t sure how much actual work was going to get done.
Within fifteen minutes of sitting down behind his desk, he realized that he wasn’t going to get any work done for Roland, either. He might as well go to Harvard Square and practice his tricks.
With a decisive click of the mouse, he shut down his computer. He texted Shane to meet him downstairs and stood up to put on his jacket.
“Heading out?” It was Roland, leaning on the doorjamb, his face expressionless. “What time did you get here? Seven thirty? You’ve only been here three hours.”
“Yeah,” Milton said, wincing. “I’m a little distracted.”
“A little,” Roland agreed. “The doctor?”
“More or less.”
“There’s rumor of a mind being blown?”
Milton looked at his blank computer screen. “Completely and utterly true.”
“I don’t get it,” Roland said companionably. “She’s just a woman. Enjoy her, but don’t let her make a mess of your life.”
“Roland.” Milton shoved his arms into his jacket. “Stuff it.”
Holding up his hands in surrender, Roland turned away.
Milton left with every intention of going to Harvard Square and performing tricks all day, but halfway down the elevator, he received a phone call from his mother.
“Hi, Mom,” he answered, already feeling guilty because he hadn’t called her this week.
“Milton, are you working?”
“I’m at the office, but I was just leaving. Is everything okay?”
“Yes, yes. I’m fine,” she said, her voice brisk and no-nonsense as always. “But you should come see me today if you can. We should talk.”
His mother rarely asked for anything, preferring to manage by herself, but when she did ask for something, Milton made a point of giving it to her whenever possible.
“Sure, Mom. I’ll be there in a half hour or so.”
“You don’t have to change your plans. Just stop by when you can.” His mother’s voice still possessed the slight accent of her Armenian upbringing.
“I can right now. See you soon.” Milton signed off, resigned to having yet another conversation about his relationship with Dr. Regina Burke. He felt certain that Mrs. Beechum had shared that he’d had a woman over last night.
Shane was waiting for him in the parking garage, engine idling. Milton ducked inside.
“Let’s head over to my mother’s.”
“Sounds good, boss,” the big man replied. “Everything okay?”
“Yes, she’s fine.” Milton’s mother always insisted that Shane come inside and have some tea and a snack when Milton came to visit her.
“Good.”
“Tell you what, stop at the florist first. I want to pick up some more flowers for her.”
When Shane pulled up to the curb, Milton ran in and bought flowers, as always doing his best to charm Maria, before dashing back to the car with the bouquet of his mom’s favorite, Gerbera daisies. Not all that easy to find this time of year, so he’d been surprised and appreciative to find them in Maria’s store.
His mother’s house was in a neighborhood not far from the hospital, Mission Hill. Milton had the idea that he could maybe see Regina for lunch afterward, though he usually stayed and talked to his mom for at least a few hours, fixed a few things around the house, and she always insisted on feeding him when he came.
Thirty minutes later, the limo pulled up in front of the one-story home where he’d grown up. The house was tiny, no more than nine hundred square feet, and built in the fifties with the rest of the neighborhood. Milton had done his best to make improvements to it, upgrading the electricity, replacing the asbestos shingles with siding, putting in new floors, new windows, a new roof.
He’d offered to buy her a new place several times, but she always refused.
“I’m going to catch a few hours of sleep, boss. Tell your mom I say hey.”
“You got it, Shane,” Milton replied. He felt pretty bad for waking the man at four thirty this morning and asking him to pick up breakfast. Not bad enough that he hadn’t done it. He would have gone himself, but he hadn’t wanted Regina to wake with no one there.
His mom opened the door as he stepped out of the limo. She was wearing one of her colorful tracksuits, this one in bright magenta, and her graying black hair was pulled into its usual braid.
“Mom.” He hugged her and then handed her the flowers. “How are you today?”
“Fine, fine.” She waved him inside. “These are beautiful. I’ll put them in water.”
His mom hadn’t changed the décor much since he’d been a kid. A large floral couch dominated the living room and the antique furniture from her mother’s family took up the rest of the space. Along one wall, floor-to-ceiling shelves were crammed with books, photographs, and scraps of his childhood. In the center was a photograph from when he was about eleven: He and his brother were playing in the postage-stamp front yard, while his mom stood with her arms folded over her chest, looking down at them from the small porch. His dad had taken the photo from the driveway.
His dad was the reason there were so many books. Burton Shaw, a literature professor at Harvard, formerly from Cambridge. He’d married an Armenian woman from Watertown whom he’d met on the Harvard campus where she worked as an assistant. Together they’d had a modestly well-off life with their two sons: Milton and William. Milton had always been a little strange, at least compared with other kids. He was always direct—too direct, often too loud, and he never quite seemed to know how to handle strong emotions. He would withdraw when he felt something too strongly. But then William had gotten sick and Milton had had to find some way to handle his emotions.
Fingers twitching, Milton followed his mother into the kitchen, her favorite room in the house. The roses he’d sent her on Saturday were in a vase by the window. He’d had all the countertops replaced with a gold-colored granite that she loved, and all the appliances were top of the line. He’d had to send her and his aunt Sheeba on a cruise to get her out of the house so the workers could come in.
She unwrapped the daisies and filled a small purple vase that he’d given her with cold water. Using kitchen scissors, she carefully snipped the ends of the delicate stems and placed them in the water.
“Paula tells me you have a new girl.”
Milton had never really wondered where he’d gotten his propensity for blurting out uncomfortable truths. His mother rarely did anything except come straight to the point.
“I met a woman at the hospital, actually. She’s a doctor.”
“A doctor? What kind?”
“The kind who treats cancer in children.”
His mother paused, her wrinkled hands holding the scissors poised around the stem. “That’s good. She must have a kind heart.”
Milton considered that. He wouldn’t have pegged Regina as kind. Determined. Focused. Resolute. Practical. Yes. Those things. But not necessarily kind. He wondered what had made her become a children’s oncologist. Of course, if he asked her something like that, he might have to answer questions about why he visited the children’s hospital every week and played magician.
“She’s great,” he said instead, hoping his mother wouldn’t probe any further.
His mother gave him a knowing look.
“You like this one. Paula said you had that look in your eye.”
“Mom, I hired Mrs. Beechum as a housekeeper, not your personal spy.”
His mother waved that statement off and continued to fuss with her flowers. “She looks out for you. No stranger would do so much.”
Milton ran a hand through his hair. It was true.
“Mom, I can handle my own love life.”
She scoffed. “So why you don’t have a wife?”
“I could have had dozens of wives by now.” It was true. He’d even been proposed to once. It had been a memorable experience.
“Not a good wife.”
“Okay, Mom, listen. I really like this woman. She’s smart. She’s funny. She works hard. But she doesn’t like that people follow me around and take my picture, and she doesn’t think that we can have a lasting relationship, so we’re just enjoying each other’s company for right now.”
Now his mom looked irritated. “Why doesn’t she want a relationship with my son? Look at you”—she gestured at him—“so handsome. Wealthy. Talented. She would be lucky to have you.”
Milton smiled and grabbed his mom’s hand, kissing her fingers. “Thanks, Mom.”
Her face softened and she patted his cheek. “Well, maybe this is okay with this girl. You’ll go slow, find out what kind of person she is, and she will know you, too. It will be okay.”
Milton didn’t know about that. Mostly they just had sex. Great sex. Mind-blowing sex. He pulled his phone out of his pocket.
“What are you doing? Did she call you?”
“Mom, she’s working. And I’m in my thirties, not twelve. I’ll handle it.”
“Humph. You should bring her here. I will tell her what a good boy you are. She should hear it from your mother.”
“Mom, no.”
“Yes. This is not public. This is your family’s house.”
“Yeah, but that’s like a real relationship thing. We just started this . . . whatever this is. If I ask her to come over here, I’ll freak her out.”
His mom finished putting the flowers in the vase and carried it past Milton over to the breakfast table, where she set it precisely in the center.
“Okay. Maybe soon, though, you should bring her to meet me. You are not getting any younger. You should have a family of your own.”
Milton slid his phone back into his pocket. A family of his own? Did he want that? He’d shied away from the idea of caring for anyone that much since William, but now . . . “Okay, Mama. If it seems like a good idea, I’ll bring her, okay?”
She nodded. “Good, and we’re going to the cemetery on Sunday?”
Every year, on the anniversary of his brother’s death, he and his mother went to visit his grave in the cemetery nearby. Milton always performed a trick with a deck of cards, or a set of trick knives, something fun. His mother always brought a letter that she wrote and set on his gravestone.
“Yes, Mom. I’ll be here.”
“You’re a good boy,” she repeated. “I’ll make you some lunch.”
Milton nodded, fighting the urge to pull out the deck of cards in his jacket pocket. His mom had a rule about magic at the table. He’d only set the tablecloth on fire one lousy time, and she’d never forgotten. He checked his phone again instead. This evening couldn’t get here fast enough.




REGINA CHECKED HER PHONE ABSENTLY as she made her rounds, checking on all her patients. Chuck’s mom had been thrilled at the news that his tumor had shrunk, but the kid seemed doubtful that it meant anything. Regina had a feeling he didn’t want to get his hopes up.
“So, when is Shaw the Magician coming back?” he asked her.
Regina blinked. “Tomorrow, I think. Why are you asking me?”
Chuck snickered. “He told us he likes you.”
Great. So that’s why the kids had been asking her about Milton: What time would he be at the hospital tomorrow? What trick did he teach her? Did he really have a basement full of dead bodies?
Regina had answered the questions with a simple, “I promised I wouldn’t reveal his secrets. You wouldn’t want me to get in trouble, would you?”
They’d shown a remarkable lack of sympathy for her. Heathens.
“We’re just friends,” she lied. Chuck gave her a Get real look and picked up yet another rope. He really seemed to like tying those knots
Still, he hadn’t called or texted. She’d thought—considering his enthusiasm for her—that he would have texted. Of course she hadn’t texted him, either, but she was more sensible than that.
Chewing on her lower lip, a habit she’d thought she’d broken in medical school, she debated just sending him a quick message telling him when she was leaving so that he’d know when to pick her up. That was innocuous, right?
Ugh. She was being an idiot. She straightened her shoulders and stuck her phone back in the pocket of her scrubs.
When her phone beeped two seconds after she’d put it in her pocket, she ignored it. Milton Shaw hadn’t texted her, but Celeste certainly had—several times.
Somebody didn’t come home last night . . . LMAO!
So how was he?
Don’t ignore me.
Reggie!!!!!!!
At least tell me what his house was like. Swank, right?
You suck.
Regina shook her head. Celeste was a pain in the ass. Thank God she was working this evening and wouldn’t be home when Milton picked Regina up.
Walking down the hall to her office, Regina heard her name called and saw one of her colleagues, Charlie Hong, walking toward her.
“Hey, Regina, heard you were going to be in the magic show.” He was short, with a square face and dark glasses. He’d pushed the glasses with the attached mustache up on his forehead, munching on a doughnut with pink frosting.
Regina nodded, rolling her eyes. “Yeah. I was drafted by the magician.”
“Yeah. That’s actually why I wanted to talk to you.”
Regina waited, but when he didn’t say anything, she gestured down the hallway. “All right. Why don’t we talk in my office?”
“Sure.”
He followed her into her tiny workspace and shut the door behind him.
A few years younger than her, maybe twenty-eight, and slightly paunchy, Charlie had an addiction to Dunkin’ Donuts.
“So, what’s up?” she asked the man half sitting on the corner of her desk.
“Well, I know how much you like your privacy, but I wanted to tell you that I heard a rumor you were involved with the magician, you know . . . outside of work.”
Charlie had gone to Harvard with her, so she knew him a little better than some of the other people here at the hospital, and he was right—she didn’t share much about her private life. She didn’t share anything about her private life. She’d been afraid this would happen.
“Oh, yeah?”
He waited. “Come on, you’re not even going to tell me?”
“Rumors are just that, Charlie. Rumors. Everyone around here needs to get a life.”
“All right.” He held up his crumb-covered hands in self-defense. “I was just asking.”
“Sorry.” Regina deliberately exhaled. “He asked me to be in the show. I’m sure if anyone else wants to be in the show, they can.”
“Yeah?” He seemed intrigued. “That’d be cool. We could all participate.”
Regina hesitated. “Well, I don’t know about all. I mean, some of you sure, but . . .”
He waved a hand. “I’m sure not everyone wants to participate, but some people do.”
“Okay, well. The magician is supposed to be here tomorrow. You can talk to him then.”
Charlie stood. “Good. I’ll tell everybody.”
He left while Regina sat, slightly stunned. She wasn’t sure exactly why she’d suggested that the rest of the staff could participate, except that she’d wanted to downplay the way that Milton had singled her out. Had he ever asked anyone from the staff to participate in his shows before? Had he ever asked any other woman?
Curious, she wandered out to the nurses’ station, where Jackie sat like a reptile with her red-rimmed glasses. “Jackie, I have a question.”
“Good for you.”
Regina took a deep breath and gathered her patience. “I was just wondering if Shaw the Magician has ever asked any other staff members to participate in his shows.”
Jackie looked at her strangely, her eyes flat and merciless. Regina had often thought that Jackie would have made a great police dispatcher . . . or an executioner. When the other woman didn’t say anything for a long moment, Regina lost her patience.
“Jackie?”
“You were wondering. So what? I’m waiting to hear if you have a question. I have work to do.”
“You know what I mean. Has Shaw the Magician ever had other staff members participate in his magic shows?”
“I could ask why you want to know, but I can guess.”
“Great. Just tell me.”
Jackie folded her arms over her chest. “Some of the nurses, every now and then. One of the doctors once. Her name was Susan.”
The woman had a sort of gleeful malice in her eyes that almost made Regina laugh. “Well, you can let everyone know that if they’d like to participate, Shaw the Magician will be here tomorrow.”
“What do I look like, the local announcer? Tell them yourself.”
No longer amused, Regina stalked away back toward her office. Milton Shaw was friends with that woman. The man must have hidden talents if he found anything redemptive in her character. Of course, he’d apparently been coming to the hospital for years and she was the only one who’d known about it. Loyalty was something, she supposed, though she didn’t see Jackie throwing any in her direction.
Sarah, her blond hair sporting a streak of pink, stopped her with a wave. “Dr. Burke, is it true that we can be part of Shaw’s magic show?”
The nurse was so excited her face was flushed. Regina hadn’t realized that other people noticed him, hadn’t thought that the idea of getting to be part of the performance would engender this much excitement. She hadn’t thought, period.
“Yeah, he’ll be here tomorrow. You can talk to him about it then.”
“Great,” Sarah squealed. “I think he’s hot.”
Regina’s hand tightened on the phone in her pocket. She needed to talk to Milton, probably sooner rather than later.
Once she was in her office, she pulled out her phone and checked her messages. He’d texted her, once, several hours earlier. A simple Hey.
Hey, she texted back, hoping he was paying attention and would respond quickly.
His answering text came back immediately. I want you in my bed.
Regina smiled and closed her eyes. She wanted that, too . . . so much. Well, we haven’t tried it there yet, so it sounds like a plan to me.
LOL, he replied.
So I have to tell you something. Told hospital staff they could be part of the magic show.
His answering text took significantly longer than the previous ones. Why?
They wondered why I had been singled out.
Okay.
Okay? What did that mean? She hated texting, but she didn’t want to call him right now, especially if he started talking to her in that voice of his. He’d probably describe in detail every deviant thought in his head, and then she’d be horny and jumpy for the rest of her shift. Okay what? she typed.
Okay they can participate.
Regina wished she knew whether he was irritated with her. Was he rethinking their whole agreement because she was a pain in the ass? She thought about how fervent he’d been, how he’d groaned with pleasure when she’d washed his back in the shower that morning, how he’d gone still when she’d pressed her breasts against him and directed the showerhead, set to massage, lower and lower . . . and lower. No, there was no way he was rethinking anything.




THERE WAS A LARGE GIFT BOX in the backseat of the limo when Shane picked Milton up at his mom’s several hours later. Since Roland and Nick were his two best friends, he was wary of mysterious packages.
“Shane, who left this?”
“Blake. She said you’d know what it was for.”
Remembering the brief conversation they’d had yesterday about lingerie, Milton eagerly opened the large box and was surprised to see his black American express card sitting on top of something soft and silky.
“Oh, yeah,” Shane added. “She said she borrowed your AmEx to pay for everything. Apparently Roland’s been teaching her a few tricks.”
Scowling—he hadn’t noticed it was missing—he put it back in his wallet. He couldn’t stay mad at her, though, not when he lifted the first piece of lingerie from the box. It was a corset in a creamy coral-rose color that would look beautiful with Regina’s skin. Trimmed in antique white lace, the outfit also came with antique white satin garters and nude hose.
There was another piece below that one, and Milton knew it was expensive before he even touched it. It was a negligee, made of an almost translucent nude lace. Small roses had been woven in strategic places and nude-colored seed beads, pearls, and tiny pink diamonds had been meticulously sewn around the flowers, making the delicate fabric sparkle with subtle light. He could rip it to shreds with his bare hands in seconds, and it would cost him a pretty penny to do it.
“Remind me to thank Blake—and teach her not to steal my wallet—next time I see her.”
“You got it, boss.”
Milton gently replaced the garments back in the box, wondering if Regina would like them. He glanced at his watch. It was still a couple hours before he could pick her up. She’d said she would text when she was leaving.
She’d invited the rest of the staff to participate in the benefit—the entire rest of the staff. He still couldn’t quite get over that. All so it wouldn’t seem as if he’d singled her out. If he hadn’t been certain of her resolve not to make their relationship public, he was now.
Sighing, he ran a hand through his hair. He probably should have invited the rest of the staff, anyway, though in the past he’d only included the staff members who asked. He hadn’t wanted anyone to work too closely with him and figure out that he was Milton Shaw. Ah, well. He supposed that was moot, anyway, at this point. He’d spent yesterday without his usual mask, and nurses and parents had been trooping in and out fairly regularly. Someone was going to recognize him, and then it was only a matter of time before someone snapped a photo or posted something on Facebook.
He didn’t want to think about that, or what it would mean for his relationship with Regina. He would just have to keep her separate, make sure he didn’t let his attraction to her show on his face. He wasn’t looking forward to it—pretending he wasn’t mad dog in lust with her was going to prove difficult.
“I’ll head back to the office for a little while, Shane, at least until Dr. Burke calls.”
“You got it,” Shane agreed and made a U-turn. Milton realized that Shane had been heading automatically to the hospital, but Milton had promised, and he tried to keep his promises, he truly did.
When he arrived back at the office, Zach was in the middle of a phone call. He waved at Milton frantically, who waved back, wondering why the kid seemed so stressed out.
He didn’t have to wonder long.
Roland was walking by the entrance when he spotted Milton. “Good. You’re here. I was just about to call you. We have a problem.”
“A problem?”
“Yeah, someone’s hacked our system.”
Milton thought that was unlikely. Unless someone from inside the company had helped them, and even then there were safeguards in place.
“When did it happen?”
“Just a few minutes ago. I was looking at the code you’d been working on when the screen blinked—just once, but it seemed odd to me so I looked into it. It’s a sophisticated hack. I cut them off, but we need to figure out what information was taken and who took it.”
“The code I was working on for the DoD?”
“Yeah,” Roland said grimly.
“Shit, Roland, that’s bad.”
Roland grimaced and his hands curled into fists. “I know it’s bad, Captain Obvious.”
Milton started toward his office. “I’ll start looking at it. Where’s Nick?”
“In his office.”
“Okay. We’ll figure it out.”

Sitting at his desk two hours later, Milton wasn’t quite as confident. They’d tracked the hack back through fifteen different servers, but still hadn’t hit on the one that was used by whoever had managed to break into their system. Nick was attempting to figure how they’d gotten access in the first place while Nick, one of the ops technicians, Roland, and the development team were trying to figure out what information had been taken.
Milton’s phone beeped, and he checked his messages. Regina. She was leaving for her house.
Glaring at the screen in front of him, he called down to Shane. “Hey, Shane, Regina is leaving for her apartment. Can you pick her up there and bring her back to my house?”
“Sure, boss.”
“I’ll call her and explain.”
“All right, then.”
Milton called but she didn’t answer, probably because she was already on her bike, so he sent her a text.
Have to work late. Issue. Can I meet you at my house later? Shane will pick you up.
He didn’t think she’d answer right away, so he went to get some coffee. He wasn’t the only one in the break room. Nick was glaring at the blender like it had insulted his mother while he added ice, what looked like lettuce, pineapple, and some kind of milk. When Nick stopped drinking coffee for the day, he made healthy smoothies.
Milton thought he’d stick with coffee.
“Any luck on your side?” Milton ventured, though he could guess from Nick’s body language that there hadn’t been.
“No unauthorized access cards were used, but we did find a cleaning staff member who badged in twice in the same evening, so we’re chasing that down.”
“Let me know how it goes.”
“Yeah.” Nick jammed the high button down on the blender and drowned the room in noise.
Milton poured himself a cup of coffee and headed back to his office. He was close to tracking down where the hack had come from—he just needed another hour or two, he was sure of it.
When he got back to his desk, a text from Regina was waiting on his phone.
I’ll be waiting.
Cracking his knuckles, Milton set his fingers on the keyboard. He didn’t need any more incentive than that. He was going to hunt these bastards down.




ENJOYING THE BRIEF TIME ALONE in her apartment until the limo arrived, Regina did the dishes and fed the cat before going back to her room to pack a few essentials like her toothbrush and contact lens solution. El Greco kept trying to make a bed out of her bag, climbing inside and purring.
She hadn’t packed much in the way of clothing—seriously? Why would she? The man would have her naked inside of five minutes if she didn’t strip down herself, but she had packed a pair of silky pajama bottoms trimmed in lace and a matching camisole along with a cocoa lounging sweater that wrapped around her like a cape.
With a sigh she threw in a romance novel as well. He’d said he had to work, so it was possible that she’d be waiting for a while.
El Greco jumped back on the bed and crawled inside her overnight bag again, making her sigh. Celeste had found him when Regina was still in med school. Regina had told her absolutely no pets, but even she hadn’t been able to resist the ridiculously ugly kitten with the gray eyes.
Her phone beeped. Shane was waiting for her downstairs.
“Come on, Greck, let’s get you a treat.” She gave him a liver treat in the kitchen and made sure he had plenty of water before she went back to collect her bag. Celeste would be home after two, so he wouldn’t be alone all night.
She made sure the doors were locked and jogged down the stairs. She’d decided to stay comfortable for the journey over to his house in jeans, her purple down jacket, and boots, but she’d selected a lacy black bodysuit with strategic ties to wear underneath. She’d never actually worn it, just seen it in the store and thought, Now that screams, “I wanna get fucked.” It had been her thirtieth birthday.
Shane was waiting for her at the bottom of the steps to her apartment, his tattooed bald head gleaming. His breath fogged the air around him, glowing orange-gold in the light from a nearby streetlamp.
“Hi, Shane,” she greeted him. “You didn’t have to get out of the warm car. I can open a car door by myself.”
“I never doubted it,” he assured her and held out his hand for her bag. “Take that for you?”
It was a tiny duffel bag that she usually used for her gym clothes. “I think I’ve got it,” she replied drily, and he nodded, seemingly oblivious to her mocking tone. “I’ll get the door for you, then.”
“Thank you,” she said with a shrug.
He opened the back door for her and she slid onto the warm leather seats with a sigh of pleasure, both for the soothing warmth and the memory of sitting in Milton Shaw’s lap while he sucked on her breasts. God, she wanted him again.
There was a white gift box on the seat next to her. Curious, she opened it, and gasped at the lingerie she found inside. She suspected that the one covered in diamonds and pearls cost more than a year’s worth of rent on her apartment.
She fantasized about what he would do to her on the ride to his house in Beacon Hill. Would he have her wear the corset and tie her up? Just the corset and garters, leaving her bare underneath for his fingers . . . and tongue . . . to wander? She’d wanted him to tie her up since that first time in the limo, when he’d managed to restrain her without her even seeing how.
What else will he do to me? she wondered.
When they pulled up to the house, Shane explained, “The security system automatically recognizes Milton, but he’s going to have to open the door for you remotely. I called him a minute ago. He’s waiting for you.”
“Great. Thanks, Shane.”
“I’ll get the door.”
“No, I’ve got it.” Regina opened the back door of the limo before he could get all the way out, slinging her bag over her shoulder and grabbing the box. “Thanks again.”
“You’re welcome, Dr. Burke,” he said over the top of the snow-crusted limo.
Regina climbed the steps, glancing around to make sure no one was watching her. She felt like everyone must know that she was about to go into Milton Shaw’s house and getting ready to be thoroughly and inexorably fucked.
She heard the click of the locks being undone and glanced up at the security camera. Somehow she knew that he was looking at her through the camera. She blew him a kiss before heading in and wasn’t surprised when her phone rang immediately.
“Hello, Milton,” she said, holding the phone to her ear with her shoulder as she closed the door.
“Hello, Regina,” he parroted, sounding almost amused. But there was an edge of frustration to his voice that he couldn’t quite hide.
“Work not going well?” she guessed.
“You could say that.” He laughed. “But mostly I just want you. I wish I could just say ‘Fuck this’ and come over there and strip off all your clothes and sink my dick straight into the bottom of that pussy.”
Oh. My. Regina chuckled a little breathlessly. “Will I be waiting long?”
“Probably another hour. There’s a list of restaurants on the refrigerator that deliver. Just tell them my name, and they’ll bring it over.”
Regina wasn’t sure where the kitchen was, but she decided to head left since she’d been to the right, and it went down a long hall to his library. “Anything in particular that you want?” she teased.
“You naked and wet and waiting for me.”
Regina’s knees went to jelly, and she bit her lower lip. “I found the box in the back of the limo. Are these for me?”
“They are.” His voice had grown even huskier.
“You still owe me a bra.”
“You’re right,” he agreed. “I have yours right here in my pocket. I like to rub it between my fingers.”
Swallowing, Regina found the kitchen and set her things down with relief.
“Milton, you better hurry up, or I’m going to strip down and pleasure myself.”
“Unless you’re videotaping it, I want you to wait for me. Will you do that?”
“I’ll wait. I’ll take off my clothes and walk around in nothing but the underwear I put on especially for you.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“I’ll send you a picture,” she whispered naughtily, and hung up the phone. Grinning, she set it on the counter and opened his fridge. Celeste and Rose-Lindsey had been right, Milton Shaw was a lot of fun.




AS ROLAND DROVE HIM to his brownstone nearly two hours later, Milton was barely able to contain his agitation, shuffling a deck of cards with absentminded ferocity.
“Relax, Milton, she’s not going anywhere.” Roland handled his Audi expertly, but Milton thought he was not going fast enough.
“Stop driving like Nick and get me there. You’d understand if you knew what she was wearing right now.”
“She’s just a woman.”
“Was it me who figured out that we were hacked by someone just outside Moscow, or was that someone else?”
“You did. Though I think we both know who was behind it, and that’s sort of your fault.”
“There’s no way Andrei or his father wrote that hack. They might have provided hardware and resources, but neither one of them has the brains for this.”
Roland didn’t argue because he knew it was true. The hack had come from someone who knew either Milton, Roland, or Nick very well. Andrei Polzin and his father were not the only ones involved, Milton was sure of it.
“Did they get everything connected to the new software?”
“Enough,” Roland snarled grimly. “I’ll have to go to D.C. next week and explain that we’ll need to rework the system. In the meantime, I need you in tomorrow early. We have to figure out who’s behind this.”
“I’ll be in early, but I’m going to the hospital after lunch.”
Roland looked impatient, but Milton cut him off. “I’m not sacrificing the kids. Not even for this.”
“You know what someone could do with that software, don’t you?”
Milton grimaced. The program was designed to read facial expressions and gestures, looking for one specific type of intent—intent to cause mass murder. The software, developed in conjunction with scientists in D.C., had learned from camera surveillance of thousands of incidents, including mass shootings, bombings, and other terrorist attacks, how to look for a specific set of facial cues that indicated imminent intent. Roland had worked for months to even get security access to the footage. D.C. was not going to be pleased with the breach, to put it lightly.
“What? Know what movie theaters and malls to avoid?”
“Use your imagination, Milton. If I’m a terrorist, and I know where someone is intending to blow people up, maybe I tag along, target first responders, add to the destruction and chaos, or maybe I can capitalize on it and rob a bank two blocks away. It’s valuable information, Milton.”
“I know,” Milton agreed. “But they didn’t get the whole thing, and we still haven’t gotten it working consistently. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.”
Roland swerved to a stop between two parked cars in front of Milton’s house. “Yeah. Sorry. This is just . . . not acceptable. We’ll need to review all our products and send out security updates.”
Milton nodded. “We’ll get it done, Roland. It’s going to be all right. See you tomorrow.”
Roland nodded, but his mouth was set in a grim frown. Milton stood on the curb and watched him go for a moment, then shook himself and headed for the front door.
The door opened as he came near, but he knocked anyway and called her name so he didn’t freak her out. “Regina, it’s me.”
“In your living room,” she called.
His living room didn’t get much use. Just past the kitchen, the living room was dominated by a massive stone fireplace that it shared with the library. You could see through one and into the other. The couch was deep blue and comfortable, though, and there was a TV, so she might have decided to watch something while she waited for him.
As he drew closer, he realized that he didn’t hear the TV, but there was a lamp turned on. She was curled up on a corner of the couch, an oatmeal-colored throw tossed over her lap. She was wearing glasses and reading.
It was far from the half-naked sexy greeting he’d been expecting, but a strange warmth unfurled in his chest. He wanted to sit next to her and lay his head on her shoulder and let her read to him. Horrible day. Beautiful woman. He felt both aroused and calm looking at her dark eyes behind her glasses, her dark hair tumbling down her shoulders.
“I didn’t know you wore glasses.”
She set her book aside on the end table. “My eyes were gritty from my contacts. Sexy, huh?”
Milton knew she was being sarcastic, but he thought they were extremely sexy. As far as he was concerned, she could wear those glasses and nothing else.
“Oh, yeah,” he agreed and sat down on the couch next to her with a sigh. He leaned his head back against the couch and spread his arms over the back of it. She shifted so that her head was against his chest, and he breathed in deeply, shuddering a little in pleasure. He didn’t say anything and neither did she. For several moments, there was nothing but the feel of her chest pressing rhythmically against him with her breaths.
Of course, Milton being Milton, he couldn’t stay quiet for long. “What are you reading?” He let his fingers drift down to her hair, and he stroked one long strand with two fingers.
“A romance novel.”
He leaned forward to eye her. “The disciplined Dr. Burke reads romance novels?”
“When I don’t feel like thinking.”
He shifted so that he was turned more in her direction. “Or when you want to think naughty thoughts.”
She was wearing some kind of shiny camisole with a silky soft cashmere cardigan. No bra. He could tell by the way her nipples were outlined against the thin fabric. Using the knuckle of his forefinger, he stroked her, and smiled as her chest rose and fell even faster.
He met her eyes, not surprised when he saw the same heat he felt reflected in her gaze. Not their usual flash of desperate urgency, but a slow-building warmth that had his dick swelling almost casually, as if it were preparing itself for her.
She went to her knees and swung one leg over his lap, sliding over him. He held her like that, his cheek against her chest. “You feel good,” he said simply, and felt her nod against his hair.
“Yeah,” she agreed. “You, too.”
He lifted his head and looked at the deep hollow of her cleavage. “I want to slide inside you and just stay inside you, not moving, until we both come just from breathing.”
“Mmmm. Sounds nice.” She dropped a kiss on his forehead, on the bridge of his nose. “I had such big plans for this evening, but I got so tired.”
Milton sighed, “Me, too. I was going to put you in that corset top and those garters and tie you to my bedposts.”
“Hmmm . . . we could still do that.”
He pulled up her camisole and let his eyes roam over her taut, trembling breasts. He breathed in the smell of her lotion, something herbal, and brought up both hands to stroke her nipples. “Such sweet tits,” he murmured, rotating his thumbs over her.
He slid one hand downward, over her stomach and the silky pants she was wearing, feeling the warmth of her even through the fabric.
“You’re not wearing underwear,” he guessed, teasing her with his fingers.
“No.”
“You care if I ruin these?” he asked, but didn’t wait for her response. Gripping the fabric with both hands, he ripped them open along the seam, exposing her. “I’ll buy you new ones.”
She just chuckled. “Bra. Pajamas. Check.”
Scooting her back to his knees for a moment, he unbuckled his belt and pants, and he sprang free with a groan. He wouldn’t feel better, though, until he could sink himself inside her.
He lifted his hips up, forcing her to grip his shoulders for balance, and fished a condom out of his jacket pocket. He was starting to sweat; the heat of the fire felt like it was a few feet rather than a few yards away.
With a muffled curse, he sheathed himself with the condom, and urged her forward and onto his dick. For a moment the bulbous head wouldn’t go in, her body clamping around him. With a grunt, he lifted his hips and pulled her down at the same time, sheathing himself to the hilt. They both moaned and sagged against each other. “Shit, nothing has ever felt so good.”
He let her set the pace, only putting one hand in the middle of her back while he stroked her breasts with his other hand.
“God, yes. Ride me.”
She was rising and falling as steadily as a surfer rides massive swells, letting him fill her as she stroked downward, closing her eyes and letting her head fall back. Beautiful half-naked Regina Burke riding his cock and wearing glasses, her tits in his face, and her gorgeous mouth slightly parted as she pleasured herself with his body.
“That’s it baby, take it. Take all of it.”
She did, sliding up and down for a while, and then grinding in slow circles, rocking herself against him. Her pussy was slick and hot, gripping him, making him feel like a god as she squeezed him with her inner muscles.
“I could do this all night,” she moaned, “just sit here, and ride you, and feel that cock sliding deep inside me.”
Milton felt himself getting red in the face and knew the cords were standing out in his neck. Do it fucking harder, woman.
His fingers dug into her back more fiercely, and she moaned and rocked faster against him. There we go. There we go.
He cupped her breast, lifting it, and pinched the rosy nipple between thumb and forefinger, just shy of pain, and she responded, moaning, sweat dampening her temples. She lifted herself up, more firmly onto him, and then she was rocking faster and faster, small whimpering noises coming out of her throat, and she was coming hard, squeezing him, making the come rocket out of his cock so hard he felt like he’d been punched.
“Shit. Shit. Fuck. Damn. Shit,” he gasped, sweat rolling down his face.
She laughed and wiped the sweat from her own forehead. “Amen.”




REGINA WOULD HAVE LIKED to stay on his lap, but she was sweltering in her cardigan after all that exercise. She lifted herself up and off his lap and took stock of the situation. Her thighs were damp and tingled from the friction of working herself against him. Her pussy was swollen and still vibrating with the aftershocks of her climax.
“I’m a mess,” she concluded.
He’d stripped off his jacket and cleaned up, taking off the condom. Seeing it reminded her of something.
“I’m on the pill, by the way,” she said. “And I’ve been tested. I can show you the results.”
His head jerked up. “I’ve been tested, too.”
They both fell silent, thinking about how good it would feel to fuck without the layers of latex between them. His dick stirred, twitching, and Regina smiled a little without thinking.
“I don’t suppose you have these results in a handy printout somewhere,” she ventured, and he smiled at her.
“Even better. I have an email.”
“That’s good.” She grinned in response. “Me, too.”
He continued to strip off his clothing, unbuttoning the blue button-down he was wearing and rolling up the sleeves.
He stood, straightening his pants, but he didn’t fix his belt buckle. A panel of lean, olive-toned skin showed above the waist of his pants and through his open shirt. She could have counted each individual muscle. God, he was beautiful.
He was walking toward the kitchen, probably in search of a trash can, and she had the chance to admire his ass as he walked away from her.
“You’re gorgeous,” she called.
She heard the sound of the refrigerator opening. “No, that’s you. You want some water?”
“Yes.” She followed him into the kitchen, air flowing in between the torn seam of her pants. So much for comfortable lounging pajamas. She was going to make him buy her a new set.
He’d filled two glasses with ice and was pouring water from a glass bottle in the refrigerator.
“Did you eat?” Regina asked.
“Yeah, Roland had Kyle order in dinner for everyone working late. What’d you have?”
“Chicken piccata with angel hair pasta and lemon butter sauce.”
“From Gabbiano’s?”
“Of course. I also finished off that New Zealand chardonnay you had in the fridge.”
“Ah, that’s for my mother. She comes over for lunch on Sunday once a month. I don’t remember opening it.”
“Well, I might have opened it as well.”
He laughed. “Now I’m even more disappointed I couldn’t get here sooner.”
He handed her the water and picked up his own glass, drinking thirstily. His face was still a little red.
“You look like you just rode up Peters Hill in the dead of summer.” Peters Hill was at the southern end of a bike route than ran through Arnold Arboretum. It overlooked the city of Boston, and was so steep that riders usually got off their bikes and walked the last few hundred feet.
He finished off his water and laughed. “Well, good. Then I look how I feel. Next time I’ll take off my suit jacket before I get in the door.”
She smiled into her water glass, pleased with herself.
“Come on,” he said, holding out a hand to her. “I’ll show you what I do when I’m not playing with computers or chasing you around like a horny teenager.”
“You have time for something else?” She put her hand in his.
He laughed and tugged her back toward the entryway. “You’re funny. Did you look around at all while you were here by yourself?”
“I went through all your drawers and attempted to find the safe, but didn’t have much luck.”
He chuckled. “Did you check the library?”
“No, I was afraid to go in there for fear of flashbacks.”
Regina realized that she was just a little bit tipsy, maybe more than a little. She eyed his cute butt as he walked in front of her. She wanted to bite it. She wasn’t feeling exactly sleepy anymore.
“Where’s the box with the lingerie?”
“Up in your bedroom.”
“Mmmm. We’ll have to make sure we try that later this week.”
“Okay, but I’m voting for the corset. I’m afraid I’ll rip that diaphanous bit of nothing.”
“You can still say ‘diaphanous,’ I’m impressed.”
“I’m good. I don’t think I really noticed that I was tipsy until I stood up.”
His fingers tightened on hers as he pulled her up the stairs. “I’ve got you, don’t you worry.”
She wasn’t, she realized, not about much, not right now. She was—for the first time in a very long time—just enjoying herself, enjoying him. It was surprisingly easy. He had a habit of trying to take care of her, which was seductive in its own way. Regina had taken care of herself and others for so long that being taken care of was alien and strange and wonderful. She was a little unnerved by how much she was enjoying it. She’d always prided herself on her independence. So how would she feel when this ended?
They stopped in the bedroom so he could change out of his suit. She sat on the chaise longue and enjoyed the show. She especially liked the part where he whipped off his belt and made it disappear.
“Where’d it go?”
“You’ll find out.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her comically and she laughed. The thought of him spanking her—very lightly, of course—with that belt was downright titillating.
“You’re weird.”
“Not the first time I’ve heard that one.” He walked away from her toward the bathroom where double doors opened to marble tiled floors, two sinks to the left, and a large walk-in closet to the right.
With a sigh of pleasure at the memory of that morning’s shower, Regina opened the box with the two pieces of lingerie and pulled out the corset. She was tempted to put the thing on tonight, especially since he’d ripped her nightie, but she thought that might be a little ambitious since they were both tired and it was getting late.
He came out of the closet looking ridiculously cute in flannel sleep pants and a T-shirt. He tossed her a nearly identical outfit.
“I don’t want you to get cold.” He glanced meaningfully down at the juncture of her legs.
His pants were too long and too big in the hips, so she rolled down the waist and rolled up the ends of the pants. She looked ridiculous, but he was smiling at her.
“I like seeing you in my clothes.”
She snorted. “I look silly, but at least I’m warm.”
“Good,” he said, getting off the bed. “I’m excited to show you the trick so far.”
He took her hand again, and tugged her out of his room. He led her back down the main hall about halfway and then down another hall to the right. At the end of that hall there was a staircase. This one led up and then turned, opening into a loftlike room with open beams and tall, narrow windows with snow caked in the outside corners.
It was cooler up here, but not cold. A warm wave of heat drifted up from the floor. Regina shivered and rubbed her arms because it seemed like it should be cold up here.
He was walking ahead of her, drawing her farther into the room. There were posters hanging from the ceiling like in grocery stores, strung from invisible wires. There was the Hulk, just as he’d said, and Batman, and several others. Two long workbenches made of thick, scarred wood took up most of the space, their massive size and generally derelict appearance making her think of the eating halls of Viking raiders. Only the six or seven ergonomic chairs grounded the room in this century.
There were at least three or four computer screens on each table, all coming to life as he walked through the room. One showed some kind of diagrams, another had scrolling code like something out of The
Matrix, and another looked like a video game of some kind. On the rest of the surface were what looked like props for the magic tricks: drills, pieces of wood, hinges, and different lengths and kinds of rope tied in knots.
When she looked to the right, she saw what appeared to be a storage area full of enormous metal toolboxes, pieces of Sheetrock, mirrors, glass. It looked like a Home Depot.
Past the benches, at the far end of the attic, there was an enormous screen, like something out of a movie, and when she looked directly upward, she saw the projector mounted from the ceiling. In front of the screen was what looked like a man’s paradise of leather couches with cup holders and reclining loungers at each end. She saw a refrigerator, a pinball machine, a Ms. Pac-Man game, and, even farther to the left, a punching bag, a bench, and a set of free weights.
“This is your man cave.”
He laughed and shrugged. “More like my geek cave, but I like it.”
Regina sat on one of the benches. “Wow. You know, some billionaires buy yachts and houses in the south of France.”
“I have a yacht and we have a corporate jet. You want to go somewhere?”
Regina blinked. “You have a yacht?”
“Yeah, she’s beautiful. She’s in Florida right now. I decided to redo the entire interior.”
For some reason, even though he rode around in a limo and wore a watch that cost probably more than her entire education at Harvard, she didn’t really think of Milton as stupidly wealthy. He went to work and he lived fairly simply, even though he had this massive house in Beacon Hill. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised that he owned a yacht, but she was.
“I’ll have to take you on it sometime.”
Regina wished that the thought wasn’t incredibly appealing. Leave the cold-ass Boston winter behind, fly on a private jet to Miami, board a yacht, and find some island to hang out on for a few days, or a few months.
Milton was fiddling with something on the table, a rope. Regina shook her head. She didn’t see how he would handle being on a yacht and essentially doing nothing for weeks at a time. Milton just wasn’t built to do nothing.
“This is one of Nick’s knots. He’s obsessed with them, always has been. Some of them come in really handy during tricks.” He held up a complicated-looking knot that seemed impossible to untie. “Like this one. Let’s say I tie you up with it. How long do you think it would take you to untie it?”
“Four days,” she ventured just to please him.
“Pull here.” He held out one loose end.
Regina chuckled. “This isn’t a version of the pull-my-finger joke, is it?”
He wagged it at her. “You never know.”
Regina tugged on the loose end and the rope unraveled completely, as if it had never been tied. Regina gasped in surprise and delight.
“That’s pretty cool,” she said. “Is that how I’m going to be tied up?”
“Something like that,” he acknowledged. “Come here, I’ll show you.”
He pulled her over to what looked like an upright MRI machine with a clear glass front. Where he’d gotten it, she didn’t know. She hoped he didn’t intend for her to get in that thing. She’d never considered herself claustrophobic, but this was ridiculous.
“It’s the base of the trick we’re going to do. You’re going to get inside, so they can see you the whole time. I’m going to have you wave periodically, but really they’re going to be looking at an image of you on a screen.”
He tapped the glass. “This glass has one of those displays in it, like some car windshields.”
“Cool. So you and Nick are going to finish this and bring it to the hospital?”
“Yeah, let me show you.”
“Uh, Milton?”
“Trust me,” he urged. He made her stand in front of the machine while he went over to one of the long benches covered in ropes. He picked one and brought it over to her.
“Okay, put your arms out in front of you.”
Regina had liked the idea of being tied up while he pleasured her. She wasn’t so sure about letting him tie her up and put her in that box. Horror movies had scenes like this. His eyes were daring her, though, so she huffed and put out her hands.
He tied her thoroughly, with complex loops and twists, until she looked like the Road Runner tied up by Wile E. Coyote. Once that was complete, he bent and tied her feet together.
Regina felt ridiculous, but she was, oddly enough, having fun. She’d say this for Milton Shaw: He was unique, and far from boring.
“So, once you’re all tied up, the audience will think, ‘Wow. No way she’s getting out of that.’ And then I’ll pick you up and put you in the container. Once you’re in there, the screen will show a recording of your face as I put you inside, but really, you’re going to untie yourself, and then squeeze yourself against the side. You’re small, so it will work.”
“And then what, you say ‘Abracadabra’ and the screen stops showing my face?”
“Something like that,” he agreed, smiling. “Though I’m thinking that instead of making it look like I’m making you disappear, you as the evil princess can seem to have escaped. It makes more sense with the narrative.”
He scratched his head, frowning, and Regina couldn’t help but think to herself. My God, this man is crazy.
Wonderful crazy, but crazy nonetheless.
“So, untie yourself,” he said, gesturing, and Regina searched for the tail end of the rope. It was sticking out near her forearm. She bent her head and used her teeth to tug on it, pulling it loose.
The rope unraveled, spilling to her feet. She grinned, pleased with herself, and bent to release the one near her ankles. She liked knowing how things worked, liked being in on the secret.
“Great.” He laughed once she stepped out of the coil of ropes. “Easy, right?”
She nodded. “Not bad at all.”
“Okay, so let’s try something else.”
There was a gleam in his eye. One that promised the wicked sort of fun that she’d come to expect from him.
Regina folded her arms over her chest. “Why do I suspect that getting out of this one won’t be quite so easy?”
“Because you’re a very smart woman.”
Regina sighed and dropped her arms. “All right, magician, bring it.”
“Awesome.” He took her hand again and pulled her toward the area with the punching bag and the weight benches.
“Okay.” His eyes gleamed. He was practically vibrating with excitement now and Regina couldn’t help but smile at him. “So I know I brought you up here to show you the effect for the show we’re putting on, but I also bought something the other day that I thought you might be willing to try with me.”
Oh, dear lord.
He turned away and went to the wall and pressed some kind of button. The length of chain holding the punching bag descended and he removed it from a carabiner, setting it aside against the wall.
He pulled out something that looked like a tangle of nylon straps, padded leather supports and restraints. He hooked one curved piece to the carabiner and let the straps hang down.
“Is that a sex swing?”
He nodded, studying it. “I’m fairly sure we could figure out a way for you to escape from it, but it would take some practice.”
“Escape from it?”
He looked up at her and nodded. “I’d like to fuck you while you attempt to get free of the swing, but we can try that another time.”
“You want me to strip down and let you tie me into that thing? And then you want to fuck me?”
“Yeah.” He nodded, his eyes gleaming. “You down?”
Regina looked at the straps, at the cuffs, at the chain dangling from the ceiling. If she was looking at it right—and it was hard to tell with the straps hanging down—she could be put in a variety of positions, and if he raised the swing off the ground with the chain, she would be completely vulnerable to him, and completely exposed.
She felt herself getting wet at just the idea of it. Looking at the front of his flannel pants, he was more than ready to give it a shot.
“You have a condom in those jammies?” she asked.
“No,” he said with a grin, “but I can pull up an email . . .”
He did, showing it to her on his computer. She pulled up her email as well, and within minutes they were smiling stupidly at each other.
Moving suddenly, he ducked and lifted her over one shoulder. “Now for perverted sex.”
Hanging down over his back, Regina patted his ass fondly over the flannel.
When they reached the mat below the swing, he set her down on her feet. “Okay, strip, woman.”
Laughing, partly out of nerves, partly because she was so aroused she felt giddy, Regina stripped his shirt over her head and tossed it onto the weight bench.
“God, I love those tits,” he commented, but he didn’t touch her. He did shuck his flannel pants, standing before her naked and proud, his dick straining fiercely toward his belly. He was frickin’ beautiful with a sculpted chest, a washboard stomach, and those little notches in his hips that pointed like an arrow down to his cock. If she could draw, she would want to sketch him in all his naked glory.
His pants were so loose on her that all she had to do was shimmy her hips a little and they fell to the floor, leaving her naked except for her glasses. She took them off and set them on the weight bench where they wouldn’t get broken.
“God,” he murmured, stroking himself absently. “Maybe we should just fuck on the weight bench.”
“No, now you’ve got me all excited for a sex swing.”
“Well, get that beautiful body over here.”
Regina walked over proudly, making sure her breasts bounced with each step, enjoying the ways his eyes followed the movement. When she reached him, he grabbed the back of her head and kissed her fiercely.
Before she could respond, he’d pulled away. “All right, turn so you’re facing away from me.”
She moved so that she was standing next to the swing and turned away from him.
“I’m going to raise it up a little so that I can secure your wrists and the strap under your arms a little more easily.”
He did, and Regina heard the soft whirring as the swing was raised several feet.
“All right. Take this padded piece and put it under your arms, just above your breasts, and then bend forward.”
Regina did, letting the pad hold her upright while her arms dangled. Her ass felt very vulnerable and exposed, which he seemed to appreciate, running a hand over it with a soft hum of pleasure.
He cleared his throat. “Okay, now put your arms behind your back.”
Regina did what she could. It was awkward with the pad under her arms, but she managed to get her wrists together at her lower back.
She felt them being manacled with soft leather cuffs. She wasn’t laughing anymore. Half bent over, her wrists behind her back, she was more vulnerable to him that she’d ever been to anyone.
“Okay, if you get too uncomfortable or I hurt you or something, just yell something ridiculous, like ‘Abracadabra.’ Bend forward a little more.”
She did, and he looped another padded leather strap under her hip bones.
“Okay, hang on, I’m going to raise it.”
Regina waited, already panting. The cool air in the room blew over her exposed flesh, and she could smell her own need.
The pulley whirled again, and Regina felt herself being lifted off the ground at her hips, until she was hanging with her head slightly below her waist, about four feet off the ground. She could barely touch the floor with the tips of her toes if she stretched.
“Okay, now for those ankles.” He sounded winded, like he’d been running, and she felt a stir of movement behind her, where she was exposed.
She heard the sound of a strap being tightened and then he was lifting her left leg up by the ankle and securing it with another padded cuff. Then he tightened the strap so that her knee was bent beneath her. This opened her, exposing her even more to his gaze, his touch, his cock.
“Right leg.” He secured the other one the same way, until she was hanging as if she were kneeling with her legs spread in midair, her arms locked behind her.
“Wow,” he murmured. “Just wow.”
“Milton,” she gasped. “You better start touching me.”
“Oh, yeah.” He picked something up off the weight bench—the shirt she’d been wearing—and folded it into a flat piece of cloth. Walking back to her, Regina was privy to a full frontal view of the brutally red and throbbing dick that he was currently sporting. Some pearly white liquid was already gathered at the tip, and Regina shivered at the idea of taking his come inside her.
She thought he wanted her to suck him a little, and she was happy to oblige, so when he came within a few inches of her mouth, she opened her lips and gently sucked him clean.
“Good fucking God,” he gasped and immediately covered her eyes with the shirt and knotted it behind her head, blindfolding her.
Regina continued to taste him while he worked, enjoying his fumbling, but then he pulled away from her, touching her lips gently in parting. “I can’t handle much more of that, not with you all tied up.”
Regina arched and wiggled. Her arms were going a little numb. “Hurry, Milton. Just fucking hurry.”
“Oh, no, not too much hurrying.”
He sounded calmer. Regina felt his hand run over her shoulder blades and then down her arms. “I can teach you how to get out of this,” he said, but he didn’t explain. Instead his palm, warm and callused, went to her butt. He rubbed her gently, and then with a sharp crack, he spanked her, hard enough to make her gasp and jerk.
“I thought you’d like that,” he said, his voice gruff. He did it again. And then a third time, until her ass felt on fire, but it was nothing, nothing, to the aching between her legs. This was too much, this was amazing. She thought she could come if he just touched her, just once, on her clit.
He didn’t. Instead she felt the tickle of something, like a feather. It brushed over the burning cheeks of her ass and down, in between her legs. Regina waited, each muscle in her body taut, as the tip of the feather brushed over the damp heat at her entrance and then down, tickling over her clitoris, so faintly she could barely feel it.
She heard a soft creak and felt him move behind her and then his hands were on the backs of her thighs and she felt his hot breath between her legs.
“Oh, no. No,” she moaned. She’d come right away if he did that. She could feel it.
“Beg me to do it,” he ordered. “Beg me to suck on that clit, nibble it with my teeth.”
Regina sobbed at the idea. “Yes,” she begged. “Do it, yes.”
He did, pressing his mouth against her, his tongue bathing her fiercely throbbing clit. Just as she’d expected, she came hard, shuddering and moaning, her breath gasping out of her. The sensation felt magnified in the darkness of the blindfold, every ripple and shudder echoed in the clink of chains and the creak of leather.
“Very nice,” he murmured against her flesh. “I want to see that again.”
Regina wasn’t sure she could do it again, she was so exhausted. She heard him stand and move away, and when he returned, she thought she heard the distinct sound of a small chain.
“It seems a shame to neglect these,” he said, and then he was beneath her, and a sharp pinch on her nipple made her cry out. It was followed by a second, and then he released the chain, and Regina felt the tug on both her nipples, both painful and extremely arousing as the chain in between the clamps swung, tugging rhythmically on her nipples.
“Good,” he murmured. “Now I think you’re ready to get fucked again.”
She was, the ache between her legs throbbing, begging for that cock to take her, take her hard.
He moved behind her again, sliding his hand down and sinking his middle two fingers inside her. “Yeah, you’re wet and ready for me.”
He replaced his fingers with the head of his cock, and he felt enormous, like there was no way he would fit easily, not at this angle. Distressed, Regina made a small noise and wriggled, making the clamps on her nipples tug painfully.
He grabbed her, digging his fingers into her hips, and forced his way inside by slow inches, stretching and filling her until she sobbed.
“Oh, yeah,” he growled once he was all the way inside. “Now, I’m going to take you hard and I want you to come again. Can you do that for me?”
The tension was already rising in her with the feel of the hot throbbing dick between her legs, the tight pinch of the clamps on her tender breasts, amplified by the movement of his hips. This was going to hurt and be the most amazing climax she’d ever experienced at the same time.
“Yes, please. Yes.”
“Thank God,” he groaned and began thrusting, using his grip on her hips and the swing of the chain above to move her on and off his cock.
“Fuck yeah. Oh, fuck,” he growled, giving it to her, occasionally stopping the rhythmic motion to grind her deeply against him, and then he’d pull out of her again, and she would be empty for one long breath, and then he was taking her again. Regina began to lose all sense of anything except the thick piercing length of him moving over her, inside her, until everything in her was screaming to come, Come now!
She did, writhing as if she’d just had a seizure, coming and squeezing his cock until he shouted and came as well, holding her hips to him in spasmodic jerks.
For a few minutes, Regina thought she was going to faint. She was sweaty, aching, and trembling in every limb.
With a groan, he pulled out of her gently. “That was fucking amazing,” he managed, and immediately began unbuckling her.
Moments later, he was lowering the swing and releasing her arms, holding her and rubbing them briskly. “The feeling will come back in a second.”
He removed the clamps from her nipples, which hurt worse than when he’d put them on, and tossed them aside.
The blindfold was the last thing to be removed.
He met her eyes, and his face was filled with such tenderness that she couldn’t breathe. “You’re lots of fun, you know that?”
Regina had never been told that in her life, but she felt fun with him. She felt very different from the coldly determined student and sister that she’d been since her father had disappeared.
“You, too,” she agreed, and he hugged her, his arms tightening around her as if someone were trying to pull her away.




MILTON WOKE UP EARLY, but he knew as soon as he opened his eyes that something was different. Glancing to his left, he saw the dark hair of Regina Burke sprawled over the pillow next to him. She was sleeping on her stomach, her left arm thrown over the top of his chest. Lifting her fingers to his lips, he kissed them gently and eased his way out of bed, heading for the shower. He’d promised Roland he would come in early, so last night before they’d gone to sleep, he’d asked her if she’d mind if Shane took her back to her apartment this morning without him.
“You’re still coming to the hospital today?” she’d asked.
“Of course,” he’d agreed. He didn’t usually come in on Thursdays, but for the benefit the kids would need the extra practice time. He’d have to call Blake as well, see if she could come and help with the kids and the planning. He didn’t think Nick would be there today, not with everything going on at work.
He was looking forward to it. Even with all the additional staff that could potentially show up, he liked working with the kids, teaching them magic, distracting them from the very real misery they lived with every day. Donating millions of dollars didn’t feel as satisfying as helping them cope the way he had, one on one.
Turning on the shower, he stepped under the jets and let the massage setting pound out the aches he’d earned during the past two nights’ adventures and yesterday morning’s workout.
He wondered if she’d come home with him tonight. He wanted her to, but he’d understand if she didn’t. She was independent, used to being on her own. He didn’t want to seem like a clingy freak or a sex-obsessed lunatic. But he was. He admitted it. She was likely aware of it.
He scrubbed himself, thinking about the previous evening. It had been a risk, bringing out the sex swing, but he’d thought she’d enjoy it. He knew he had. There was another position he wanted to try, this one on her back with her ankles secured a good distance apart. He’d teach her how to escape it, but he’d fuck her in the process.
Several minutes later, he stepped out of the shower and onto the bath mat. He wrapped a towel from the rack around his waist and walked back toward his sink. He felt the day’s growth of beard on his face. He hated shaving and probably wouldn’t bother today, but he’d noticed the redness he’d left behind on Regina’s skin last night.
She came over to stand in front of the sink next to him.
“I like it,” she said, looking at his beard in the mirror.
“Good morning.” He looked down at her, at her dark eyes behind her glasses, her hair already pulled back in a loose knot. She was still wearing his T-shirt, but she’d taken off the flannel pants.
He looked at her legs. He didn’t think he’d properly appreciated just how beautifully toned and slender they were. They weren’t long, but they were the legs of a dedicated biker and runner. He wanted them wrapped around his waist.
His dick swelled beneath the towel he was wearing.
“Good morning,” she said pleasantly, looking him over as well. He knew she saw the distinct bulge his package made against the towel.
“It’s not even five. Don’t you want to sleep a little more?”
“Now why would I want to sleep”—she stepped close to him, sliding her hand beneath the towel to cup his balls gently—“when I can have this?”
Milton parted his legs a little. “You can keep doing that. I might take you to work with me and stash you under my desk.”
“Wouldn’t that be great? I could make my rounds at the hospital and come back to my office, sit down, and have you under the desk, ready to service me.”
“Only if you wear skirts instead of scrubs,” he managed. She was stroking his cock now. Up and down. Up and down. Sweet holy . . . 
“Don’t get technical,” she ordered. “This is my fantasy.”
No, this was his fantasy. Here was a successful, intelligent, beautiful woman who didn’t care about his money, but seemed to love his dick.
“Come here.” He lifted her under her armpits and set her in the middle of the sink.
She gasped. “Cold.”
He spread her legs with his hands and then pulled her to the edge of the sink. With two fingers, he speared the soft, wet core of her.
“You’re ready,” he growled, his voice guttural. “As ready as you are when I’m sucking on your tits.”
“I woke up horny thinking about last night. Normally I’d grab my vibrator, but I heard you in the shower.”
“Mmmm. You’ll have to bring the vibrator next time. I’d like to use it on you.” He rubbed slow circles over her clit with his thumb, making it swell. He wanted to feel that ripening bud in his mouth, wanted to nibble her, just hard enough to make her scream, but she was already spread, her arms braced on the counter, and he didn’t have to wear a condom anymore. Remembering how good it had felt to take her last night, he drew back, and replaced his fingers with his cock, stroking the head over her clit roughly before fitting himself to her entrance.
He shoved his way in forcefully, knowing she liked it a little rough. Her sharp cry of pleasure echoed through the bathroom.
Lifting her left leg up and over his right hip, he angled his hips deeper and plunged into her, hard and fast, making her feel every inch of the erection she’d teased out of him.
“Is this what you wanted?” he asked her.
“Yes,” she gasped. “Oh, keep doing it. Keep fucking me.”
He did, gripping her tightly, rocking her against him as he half climbed the counter trying to get deeper, faster, harder. Fuck. Fuck. She screamed and bit down on his shoulder, her body tensing and squeezing him rhythmically.
He wanted to make it last, but it felt too damn good, the hot slick core of her squeezing like a fist as he continued to work his way in and out. Oh, God. Fuck yeeeesss. He squeezed her ass tightly as the spasms took him.
When he could relax slightly, he realized that they were half on and half off the counter and he was squeezing her ass hard enough to leave bruises. He released her immediately.
“Shit. I’m sorry.”
She straightened on the counter. “Why?”
“I think I left bruises on your ass.”
She gestured to his shoulder.
He looked down and saw that she’d bitten him hard enough to leave an imprint of her teeth. He grinned at her. “You’re just lucky I don’t plan to walk around with my shirt off, pointing at that and saying, ‘See, that’s my girl.’ ”
Her face sort of froze, her eyes wide.
Milton thought over what he’d just said. He’d called her his girl. She was his girl, damn it, whether she wanted to admit it yet or not.
“Well, I better get going.” He ducked into his closet so she couldn’t see his face.
He heard her jump down from the counter and then the sound of water running.
“So, what are your plans this morning?” He didn’t like the quiet. It made him want to hunt around for something to light on fire or make disappear. “Shane’s going to be here at six to pick you up unless you’ve changed your mind.”
“No, that’s still the plan. I was thinking I’d go running, though, maybe pick up some breakfast before he got here.”
Damn. That sounded fun to him. Not necessarily the running part. No, the running with her and then getting breakfast part. That sounded really nice.
“There’s a small bakery two blocks to the south,” he suggested. “They have these chocolate chip zucchini muffins that will make you cry they’re so good.”
She laughed, sounding a little more like herself, like she’d forgotten what he’d said a few minutes earlier. “Sounds like my kind of run. Short, and it ends in a muffin.”
“Mine, too. I don’t see how you’re even awake after all that wine last night.” He stepped back into the bathroom. She was brushing her teeth, her hair pulled back in a ponytail.
She held up a finger and finished brushing her teeth. “I never get hangovers.”
“Must be nice.”
She shrugged. “I don’t drink that often, but when I do I’m usually fine the next day.”
“Clean living.”
She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know about that.” She disappeared into his bedroom. He was left to brush his own teeth and consider the prospect of shaving again. She’d said she liked it scruffy.
With a mental shrug, he brushed his teeth and threw on his suit jacket. When he walked into the bedroom, she was sliding on some tight running pants. He admired the view, wishing more than ever that he could stay, and picked up his watch from the dresser. His hat and coat and scarf were downstairs.
She drew a shirt on over her head, and he hesitated. He wanted to . . . do something. Hug her? Tell her to have a good day?
With a self-conscious chuckle, he pulled a fleece ear cover out of his sock drawer. He wore it when he ran or rode his bike, otherwise the tips of his ears froze.
She glanced at him, her expression curious.
He held out his hands, showing her they were empty, and took several steps closer, until he was close enough to hug her if he wanted to.
He let his wrists drop, so that his palms were facing the ground. “Tap my hands three times.”
She looked suspicious, but she did it, and he made the ear cover appear to drop from nowhere. He caught it and handed it to her.
“To keep your ears warm.”
She took it, a strange expression on her face. Almost pleased, almost shy, like she didn’t know quite what to say.
“It’s clean. I promise. I’ll see you later,” he said swiftly, and bent to kiss her cheek.
He left before she could say anything back, half afraid she wouldn’t say anything at all.




LATER THAT MORNING, Regina contemplated the enormous bouquet of pink roses that Milton had sent over. His note had been succinct and to the point.
“They remind me of you. Certain parts, anyway.”
All of the staff had waited for her to tell them whom they were from, gathering around the nurses’ station and taking turns smelling them.
“Somebody’s got herself a lover,” Sarah had teased.
Regina had ignored her and opened the card. Her blush upon reading it had caused a ripple of laughter through the waiting crowd.
“Okay, okay,” she’d said, waving them down. “You can all go back to work now. Show’s over.”
“But you didn’t say who they’re from,” Sarah protested.
“And I’m not going to,” Regina had returned, picking up the heavy vase and carrying it toward her office.
“Mystery lover. Boom chica wow wow,” Sarah had said to her back. There was enough serious curiosity in her tone that Regina winced. That was all she needed.
Regina had placed the flowers on her desk, though they took up a good bit of space, and thought about Milton Shaw. He was getting to her. Damn it. That thing with the ear cover this morning, the kiss on the cheek, the flowers. He was making her like him too much. Asshole.
Muttering to herself, she touched the petals absently with her fingers. She had the paper flowers he’d given her hidden in her top desk drawer—the one from the day she’d met him, and the one he’d given her yesterday morning.
There was a knock at her door.
“Come in.”
It was Charlie Hong, dressed in bright yellow scrubs today, searching for her over the mountain of roses.
“Here.” She moved them to a filing cabinet on the other side of the office.
“So, who’s the mystery lover?” he teased.
Huffing in annoyance, Regina settled back into her chair. “Why is everyone so fascinated by my love life?”
“’Cause you have one for once?”
Regina rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. It’s just that it’s a novelty, is that it?”
“Well, you turned down Dr. Berkeley, and everyone has the hots for him.”
Berkeley was an ass. A grandiose ass who took himself way too seriously. She hadn’t even hesitated to turn him down.
“And that pharmaceutical rep who looks like Captain America. You turned him down, too.”
“He’s like twelve,” she protested.
“And that father who came in with his daughter, the one who’d been in a skiing accident and turned out to have an osteochondroma. He asked you out.”
“And I said no, because I wasn’t interested in dating the parent of a patient.”
“A temporary patient. Well, there’s been a pool going that you’re gay, so don’t be surprised if money changes hands today.”
“Great. That’s just great. Well, everyone can just keep wondering, because I’m not going to spill the details of my private life just to amuse you fools.”
“Hey,” he said, raising his hands in protest. “It’s not me.”
Regina eased back in her chair. “Sorry, Charlie, guess I’m a little touchy.”
“Yeah, no kidding. You really hate having your privacy invaded, don’t you?”
Regina didn’t want to get into her father and the cameras and the attack, so she just shrugged. “Yeah, I do.”
“Well, hey. I’m sorry I bugged you about it.”
“It’s fine. Maybe I’ll tell you about him sometime.”
“So it is a him?”
“Seriously?”
“Sorry.” He snickered. “Oh, hey, listen. I wanted to tell you. You have a new patient. He’s a little famous around here. His name is Saint George.”
Regina knew him, had met him when he’d come for a checkup. He was a little pistol of a kid around six or seven who’d been treated for leukemia prior to her coming to the hospital. The treatment had been successful and the boy hadn’t had any detectable cancer for the past twelve months. They called him Saint George because he liked to wear a helmet and carry around a lance, but his name was George Carter. “He’s here now?”
“Yeah,” Charlie answered, and stole a tissue off her desk to wipe his nose. “Came with his mom last night because his head hurt. We took a look . . .”
“And it’s back,” she finished.
He nodded, his square face seeming to sag. “You should go talk to him in a little while. He’s getting some blood drawn, but he looks pretty shaken up.”
Regina nodded, ignoring the burning sensation in her eyes. “Yeah, I will.”
“Cool. Jackie called the Shaw the Magician. He should be here soon.”
Regina’s head lifted. “Why would she call him? He was already on his way for the benefit rehearsals.”
Seeming puzzled at her tone, Charlie tilted his head. “I don’t know. I think Saint George likes him. The magician promised to come visit him if he ever ended back up in the hospital. You okay, Reggie?”
Regina realized she was frowning fiercely. “Yeah.” She looked down. “I’m okay.”
“Okay,” Charlie said, but his tone was doubtful. “I’ll see you later.”
Regina sighed. She didn’t want to tell Milton that a kid he knew was sick. She wanted their relationship to be about fun and sex and magic, not huge emotional upheaval. Rubbing the bridge of her nose, she pulled up Saint George’s chart on her screen. She was surprised she hadn’t seen him on her list when she’d made her rounds this morning, but saw that he’d been scheduled for an MRI and hadn’t been transferred to her until late morning.
She checked her phone. Milton hadn’t called or texted. Why did that worry her?
A few minutes later, Regina knocked lightly on the door to Saint George’s room.
“Come in,” a woman’s voice said softly—presumably Saint George’s mother. The woman, a slightly plump blonde with a short bob and a small upturned nose looked at Regina with red, swollen eyes, but she wasn’t crying.
Saint George was turned away from Regina, the sheet pulled up over his head.
“Hi, Mrs. Carter. Hi, Saint George. I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Dr. Burke. We met at your checkup last year.”
“Hello, Dr. Burke,” Mrs. Carter replied, and her gaze drifted back to her son. He didn’t say anything, but he tugged the sheet a little farther over his head.
Regina walked over to the bed and wanted to put a hand on the boy’s shoulder to comfort him, wanted to, but knew better. Instead she folded her hands in front of her.
“Well, George, this just sucks.”
The little shape shifted beneath the sheet, but he didn’t speak.
Mrs. Carter looked a little startled, but seemed too exhausted to process anything.
“I was told you’d fought your last dragon, but here you are again. You really need to stop chasing them down, George.”
“Saint George,” the voice mumbled. “And I know what you’re doing.”
Regina almost smiled. “What am I doing?”
“You’re acting like you don’t care so I don’t get upset.”
Regina chuckled. “You’re right. Sorry about that, George. I guess I’m used to the little kids. They don’t like it when I start crying. So you’re saying I can go ahead and bawl my head off?”
Something that sounded suspiciously like a snicker came from under the sheet. “Yeah. Go ahead.”
Regina gave her best theatrical sob, and the sheet was ripped away, revealing a small face with brown eyes and short red hair.
“Gotcha,” Regina told him with a superior sniff. “Too easy.”
Saint George shook his head, scowling. “I have cancer. You’re supposed to be nice to me.”
Sarah came in with a lunch tray, passing briefly in front of Regina as she set the meal on a rolling cart with an arm that swung over the bed.
Regina shrugged, pretending indifference. “I’m not nice to anybody.”
“It’s true,” Sarah chimed in as she checked the monitors. “Dr. Burke is not nice. She won’t even tell us who sent her flowers.”
“See,” Regina continued, “I’m not nice. Now tell me something, Saint George, where is your lance and helmet?”
The kid, now looking disinterestedly at the food on the tray, glanced over at his mother. “My head got too big, and I broke the lance jousting on my bike.”
Regina glanced at his mother, and wished she could send him home to ride his bike and joust and play, but she knew better than anyone that sometimes life sucked, and you just had to fight your way through it. Not exactly magic tricks and costumes, but she was here to help him fight as best she knew how.
“I suppose we’ll have to get you some new ones,” she mused. “Only the best, of course.”
The kid looked glumly at his food while Sarah straightened some of his tubes and cords. “I don’t want to be a knight anymore.”
“That’s pretty sad,” Regina said sincerely. “There aren’t enough knights these days.”
“Now that’s the truth,” Sarah chimed in again. “Though I think a knight sent Dr. Burke the flowers.”
Regina glared at her—not the flowers again.
George was frowning, his freckles standing out on his nose. “Someone sent you flowers?”
“Yes,” Regina admitted, “but I’m pretty sure the man who sent them isn’t a knight.”
“How do you know?”
Regina quirked an eyebrow at the kid, about to reply, when an imperious knock sounded on the door.
“Come in,” Saint George shouted, seeming to have forgotten his shyness.
A man in a suit, a fedora, and a mask swept inside the room with a dramatic flair that should have been ridiculous. Oh, damn. Here we go. This is the man I’m sleeping with.
“Shaw,” George said, sitting up straighter, his face brightening. “How did you know I was here?”
Regina couldn’t help but feel like Milton’s eyes rested on her for a moment. With an elaborate flourish, he removed his hat and bowed to everyone.
“Saint George. I had no idea you knew such pretty women,” the magician said matter-of-factly, tossing the fedora at the end of George’s bed and taking a seat.
“Dr. Burke is my doctor,” Saint George explained with a small yawn, and Milton’s grin flashed.
“She looks very nice.”
The boy shook his head, shifting restlessly on the bed. “She’s not.”
Sarah laughed. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes or so, Dr. Burke, to check on him.”
Regina nodded absently, only half listening.
“Well, there is a rumor that she’s an evil princess who’s actually a dragon in disguise,” Milton explained easily.
Saint George stared at her, brown eyes huge in his face. “I could see that.”
“Would a knight send a dragon flowers?” she countered. “I received flowers this very morning from a man everyone is sure is a knight.”
“He’s probably trying to trick you so he can stab you through the heart,” the kid predicted nonchalantly.
Regina felt her lips quirk. Right you are, kid. “That does seem reasonable.”
“Come here.” Milton gestured for the boy to lean closer. Regina took the hint and directed her attention to Saint George’s mother, but she could still hear the low whisper.
“In a few weeks we’re going to put on a magic show,” Milton whispered, “and I am going to make this evil princess disappear forever. I’m betting that once I work my magic, the dragon will come out.”
Regina hadn’t heard the part about the evil princess being a dragon. She suspected Milton has just made that up.
“You really think so?”
“And I’d very much like your help, since you’ll be here.”
The kid looked doubtful and wise beyond his years. “I guess I could do that.”
“Great! If you feel up for it, join us in the entertainment room after lunch.”
The boy had been sliding farther and farther back into his pillows, his bruised-looking eyelids drooping, but he answered, “Okay. Maybe.” The last word was barely audible.
“All right,” Milton agreed, his voice softening. “We’ll play it by ear.”
The boy fell asleep while the three adults watched over him silently. Tears ran down Mrs. Carter’s cheeks and dripped unheeded onto her pink T-shirt.
“I thought he would stay well,” she said quietly. “It’s almost worse than the first time.”
Regina started to speak, to say something, but stopped when she realized that there were no words of comfort she could offer that wouldn’t sound like bullshit. She started to say something anyway, but Shaw the Magician had already slid nimbly off the bed. Wanting to keep him from trying some kind of trick, Regina tried to intercede, but he gently, implacably set her out of his path by putting his hands on her shoulders and moving her a few inches out of the way.
He crouched down next to Mrs. Carter and produced a handkerchief from somewhere. Who carries handkerchiefs? Regina thought.
George’s mom accepted the handkerchief, but made no move to wipe her face. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry,” Milton said. “Cry all you want. He’s asleep.”
“I just thought . . .”
“I thought so, too,” he finished for her. “You had to believe that he would stay well. Otherwise, you would have lived your life in fear, which is no life. Trust me. I know.”
She shook her head, denying that she wasn’t guilty, that she hadn’t messed up, but he wouldn’t have it.
“It’s not your fault, Cindy,” he said sharply and waited until the woman nodded. “Okay, now wipe your face. I’m sure Dr. Burke wants to talk to you privately.”
“Okay,” the woman whispered, and wiped her face. When she was finished, she tried to hand him back the handkerchief.
He waved her off. “You keep it. And if you need anything else, just let Jackie know, and I’ll take care of it.”
Cindy shook her head, almost crying again. “You’ve done so much.”
Milton stood and collected his hat from the end of the bed. He set it decisively on his dark hair. “He’s a good kid. I’m happy to help.”
He turned to Regina, and she inhaled deeply without exactly knowing why.
“I’ll be waiting at the nurses’ station. I’d like to talk to you,” he said simply.
Regina swallowed and nodded curtly.
A small smile quirked at the corner of his mouth, just a hint of a smile really, and then it was gone. Regina wondered if maybe she had imagined it.
She did speak with Mrs. Carter briefly, explaining that they’d already started the chemo, and that George would likely be extremely tired for a few days. Mrs. Carter already knew most of it, having gone through it before, but she listened dully, and then Regina went to meet Milton, who was indeed at the nurses’ station, speaking to Jackie Keen. She caught his eye and gestured down a nearby hall, the one that led to the garden.
He nodded, but he continued talking to the nurses, so Regina headed that way herself. It was a popular spot in the winter since it was warm, but she thought they’d be able to talk in relative peace and quiet. There was a bench to sit on and a fountain.
She made her way to the glass doors that opened to the garden and took a deep breath of the warm, moist air. The sun was out, sparkling on the glass and snow overhead. There was a path from the entrance that split in two directions, circling around the garden for those who liked to walk. It did continue straight, though, into the center, where there were several benches interspersed among tropical palms and flowers.
Selecting the bench partially obscured by an enormous elephant ear plant, Regina took a seat and stretched out her legs in front of her.
Milton joined her a couple minutes later, removing his hat and mask and setting them on the bench. He sat down silently, his body vibrating with tension.
“What can you tell me?”
Regina was certain then, even if he never spoke about it, that Milton had lost someone to cancer. Only people who’d lost someone had that particular look, that tone, the depth of understanding that came with deep and abiding sorrow. She would also bet, based on where he chose to perform his magic, that he’d lost someone who’d been a child, maybe a sibling.
“I can’t tell you anything,” she told him gently. “You know I can’t.”
“Yeah.” He looked at the ground between his feet.
Regina wanted to comfort him, but she barely knew this man, for all that she’d given her body to him. She couldn’t offer him platitudes like he was a stranger, couldn’t reassure him. She laid a hand on his shoulder and remained silent.
“This sucks,” he muttered.
“Yeah,” she agreed, rubbing slow circles on his shoulder.
He turned to look at her, and his blue eyes were burning. “How do you do this all the time? Why did you choose this?”
Regina swallowed. She could put him off; she doubted he would push, but she was so bad at this comforting thing that she wanted to give him something. “I lost my grandmother to cancer. I visited with her in the hospital when I could, but I had Celeste to worry about back then and I had to take care of her. One time, while I was there, I had to wait outside while they performed some tests. I started wandering around and I saw how respected all the doctors were, how much people looked up to them. I was just about to go to college, my father had disappeared, and we’d lost everything. I wanted to be respected again. I wanted people to look at me and know that I was a decent person, that I was . . .” She searched for the word she wanted. “Worthy.”
“That’s why you became a children’s oncologist? For respect?”
“Well, that’s why I wanted to become a doctor. Stupid, huh?”
“Seems like a lot of work. So what made you want to help children with cancer?”
“One of my professors. I took care of his daughter between classes for a little extra cash. She was diagnosed with a brain tumor my junior year.”
His eyes darkened. “Did she make it?”
Regina nodded. “Yeah, she did, but it was a long fight. She had to learn how to walk again after the surgery. It was the bravest thing I’d ever seen.” She laughed, but not like anything was funny. “It put my problems in perspective, you know?”
He was quiet for a moment, looking down at his hands again. She thought—maybe—he was going to tell her about whomever he’d lost.
“So what did you want to be before your father disappeared? What were you going to do?”
Regina sat back, startled. What had she wanted to do? “I don’t remember. I may not have known. I liked math and science. I liked knowing how things worked. I might have been an engineer, maybe.”
She glanced at him. “What about you? Why do you do what you do?”
He tapped his fingers together restlessly. “Computers? I’ve always been into them. Video games. Anything with a screen and a monitor. My mom used to make me go play outside, play sports. She was worried I’d get sick if I stayed in the house all the time.”
“So I have her to thank for that body?” Regina tried to lighten the mood a little. There was nothing they could do to help Saint George except treat him and pray.
“Yeah,” he said, giving her a smile. “She’d get a kick out of it if you did actually thank her. I should take you to meet her.”
Okay. Now they were swimming in seriously dangerous waters. He was talking about her meeting his mom.
“Well, Shaw the Magician, I don’t think she’d approve of what I have planned for that body.”
“Oh, yeah?” The worry lines around his eyes relaxed, and he straightened on the bench. “You coming over tonight to do bad things to me?”
Regina had actually planned to go home tonight. She wanted some space to gather her thoughts while they weren’t clouded with lust, but he looked so hopeful that she laughed. “Yeah. Sure. Why don’t we grab a bite?”




WALKING BACK TO THE LOCKER ROOM to change out of her scrubs, Regina thought the rehearsals had gone well; at least the kids had certainly enjoyed seeing her tied up. She’d had to trade shifts with Charlie to get the afternoon covered so she could practice with everyone, which meant she was working Saturday morning, but that was all right.
The kids had practiced their tricks while Milton or Blake helped them with their gestures and finger position. Saint George had stopped by for an hour or so, but had to leave because he’d gotten tired.
Regina had read her script and studied the diagram Milton had drawn for her of how she would be tied, how the container he was going to build for her would have a latch that she could reach with her teeth. They’d practiced in his attic, but somehow she hadn’t quite been paying attention.
The MRI-like contraption she would step into wasn’t finished yet—so they’d practiced her moves with a huge person-size box that someone from maintenance had located for them. More of the staff had indeed shown up—practically all the nurses. Regina thought they’d mostly just wanted to catch a glimpse of the magician without his mask on. Well, they’d glimpsed, and several of them had taken pictures. The whole world was going to know that billionaire Milton Shaw played magician at Boston Children’s very, very soon.
The thought unnerved her. What did that mean? There would be photographers, looky-loos, fortune hunters like her sister hanging around the hospital. As if to underscore her worry, her phone dinged. A message from Celeste. You coming home tonight?
Celeste. Regina grimaced. She hadn’t really seen her sister in days, but she’d promised Milton that she would go out with him again. She thought she should at least call and make sure her sister hadn’t gotten kidnapped and shipped to Uzbekistan or something.
Celeste answered on the first ring. “Hey, Reggie, how’s the sex-fest going?”
“Awesome. Thanks for asking.”
“Oh, anytime.”
“I was just calling to check on you. I haven’t seen you in a couple days.”
Celeste sighed tragically. “I’m not a teenager anymore, Reggie. You don’t have to babysit me.”
If only that were true. “All right. I just wanted to make sure.”
“Of course, if you wanted to bring home dinner, that would be great. There’s like zero food in the house.”
“Well, that’s the thing. I’m going out with Milton again tonight.”
“I see,” Celeste said knowingly. “Tell me something. When you guys are doing it, do you scream his name? Mil-ton! Mil-ton! I mean, it’s not exactly sexy, is it?”
“Celeste, grow up. Order a pizza or something.”
“Sure thing, big sis. Oh, and El Greco needs cat food.” She hung up.
Cat food. Damn.
Her phone dinged. Celeste had sent a picture of El Greco looking pissed.
It dinged again, only this time it was a link. When she touched it, it opened to a small article on the Boston Globe website. It showed Milton helping Chuck with one of his tricks. The caption read, “Software billionaire plays magician for sick kids.”
“Oh, shit,” she muttered. She’d known it was bound to happen, but she hadn’t expected it to be quite this soon. She was enjoying spending time with him, and now she’d have to be even more careful not to be connected to him, especially at the hospital. The article was on the local gossip page, and simply said that it was rumored that billionaire Milton Shaw was helping with a magic show on behalf of Boston Children’s Hospital. The article went on to review the many charitable organizations that received funds from Accendo or Milton Shaw in particular. He, Roland, and Nick were to be honored by the Boston Business Journal for their corporate philanthropy at a banquet a week from Saturday.
Regina chewed on her lower lip. She hoped he wouldn’t ask her to go to that. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but she wasn’t about to go to something public like that, not as his date.
Still thinking about it, she texted him to meet her outside again and hurried to change out of her scrubs. She’d told him she’d stay with him tonight, but maybe he could stay with her instead, just in case any bored reporters decided to hang around outside his house.
Several minutes later, she went out to the parking area where he usually picked her up, and nearly ran into Blake Webster as she came outside, her long blond hair streaming from underneath a knitted cap.
“Hi,” Blake greeted her cheerfully, as if they hadn’t just spent the afternoon together with the kids.
“Hey,” Regina replied. “Are you getting a ride home from Milton?” He hadn’t mentioned it, but that didn’t mean anything.
“Oh, no”—Blake waved in the general direction of the parking lot—“I borrowed Nick’s car.”
“Oh.”
Blake was looking at her, her face curious, as if she wanted to say something.
Regina waited, wary. This woman was Milton’s friend, had known him a long time. Who knew what he’d told her?
“This is none of my business, and I really shouldn’t tell you this, but Milton really likes you.”
Regina blinked. “Yeah, he’s mentioned it. He’s not exactly subtle.”
“No.” Blake shook her head, making her blond hair slide over her shoulders, and smiled. “I’ve never seen him like this with anyone.”
“Well, thanks for telling me,” Regina allowed. “I appreciate it.”
Blake leaned a little closer. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t break his heart. He’s got a big one.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Great,” Blake said, grinning. “I’d hate to rip your hair out. It’s really pretty.”
Regina raised an eyebrow. “You could try,” she said calmly, quite certain that she could hold her own against the blonde.
“Ha. I like you, too. Have a fun night!” Blake said cheerfully and headed out among the parked cars.
Regina didn’t know quite what to make of that exchange and was still frowning slightly when the limo pulled up to the curb. Milton opened the door from inside and Regina ducked down and let Milton tug her into his lap.
He closed the door with his free hand. “Can you still come over?”
“Actually,” Regina said, letting her arms fall around his neck. “Can we stay at my place tonight? I need to get groceries, feed the cat, do some laundry.” Regina listened to herself and realized that none of that sounded very exciting, or sexy. He was a billionaire used to calling in for dinner every night, sending out his laundry, and having a housekeeper clean his bathroom. Not to mention no little sisters to get in the way.
“Cool,” he said, sounding pleased. “That sounds like fun. I don’t remember the last time I went grocery shopping.”
He wasn’t lying. He looked genuinely interested. Regina sighed. “Okay, great. We can have Shane drop us off at the grocery store near my house.”
“Hey, Shane,” Milton called to the front. “We’re going to the grocery store near Dr. Burke’s place.”
“All right, boss,” Shane replied.
“Does he always talk so much?”
Milton nodded. “He grew up in South Boston. Nick knew him growing up.”
“So why does he work as a chauffer? I would have thought he’d work at Accendo, or something. Good ol’ boy network.”
“He doesn’t like computers. He likes to read.”
“Ahh.” Regina guessed a chauffer would get the chance to read quite a bit. It didn’t sound like a bad job, actually. “Does he get dental?”
“Hey, Shane, you get dental?”
“Yes, boss. Full coverage. Medical. 401(k).”
Milton raised a hand. “There you go.”
Regina rolled her eyes.
Milton laughed and kissed her, letting it linger, before pulling away and tucking her more firmly against him.
“So what are we buying at the grocery store? I’m starving. Running around all day with those kids wears me out.”
“I was thinking grilled cheese and soup.”
Milton’s phone beeped and he pulled it out of his pocket. “Sounds good,” he said absently, reading the text.
He frowned, his face tightening.
“Everything okay?”
He shrugged. “Just Roland asking me to take a look at the security on a couple of our other software programs. The team has a few questions for me.”
“You have to do that now?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Morning is soon enough.”
He put away the phone and gathered her in his lap again. “I stopped by Saint George’s room before I left. His mom said you popped in as well.”
“Yeah, I just wanted to check on him. He’s going to be pretty tired.”
“We’ll go easy.”
“I can’t spend time on the show tomorrow,” she explained. “I traded a shift to spend the afternoon there today.”
“That’s all right. We’ll practice your part at my house.”
Thinking about the “practice” session they’d had yesterday, Regina didn’t think they were going to get a hell of a lot of work done, but she nodded. “You really don’t mind grocery shopping?”
His fingers tightened around her waist, and she knew he was thinking about last night as well.
He stroked a finger down her nose. “Why would I?”
Regina shrugged. “It just seems so normal.”
“That’s what I like about it.”

They went grocery shopping—well, Regina shopped for groceries while Milton touched everything in the store, made oranges disappear to the delight of a four-year-old girl and her mom, and generally made a spectacle of himself. Regina wasn’t too worried about him attracting attention in her neighborhood. It was unlikely that anyone would recognize him as Milton Shaw, billionaire.
When they arrived at Regina’s apartment, Celeste was there, sitting on the couch in full makeup, a tight black top, designer jeans, and four-inch heels, texting someone. El Greco was perched on the back of the couch next to her, looking as if he was contemplating attacking the top of her head.
Regina raised an eyebrow at her. “Celeste, are you going somewhere?”
“No, why?”
Regina rolled her eyes. “Milton isn’t an idiot, you know. He’s aware that you don’t sit around the house dressed like that.”
“Actually, I invited someone over for dinner.”
“You had me pick up groceries so you could invite someone to dinner?”
“Yeah.” She smiled and stood. “Don’t look so irritated, Reggie. I’ll cook it.”
“That’s all right. I’ll cook. But we’re having grilled cheese and tomato soup.”
“Grilled cheese?” Celeste wrinkled her nose and looked at Milton accusingly. “A billionaire and you let her make grilled cheese for dinner?”
“It’s Gruyère and brioche grilled cheese.”
“Hmm . . . yum. That could work.”
The bell rang on the door downstairs, scaring El Greco off the couch. “That’s my date. Be right back.”
While Celeste went to get her date, Milton and Regina carried the groceries into the kitchen. Regina began putting them away while Milton watched. El Greco began twining himself eagerly around her legs, so she opened his bag of cat food and poured some into his bowl.
“Sorry about that,” Regina said, referring to Celeste inviting someone else for dinner.
“I’m not upset,” he laughed. “She’s funny. I’m just glad we bought enough.”
“Well, I’m irritated,” Regina muttered. “I didn’t want to share the wine.”
Milton had insisted on making an additional stop on the way home from the grocery store, a high-end liquor store named Marty’s. He’d walked out with two bottles of wine. Regina hadn’t even ventured to guess how much they’d cost.
“You know I’d be happy with a ten-dollar bottle from the grocery store,” she’d said.
“That’s why I like buying you this,” he’d explained.
Regina smiled, thinking about it, and pulled the bottle opener out of a drawer. “Would you do the honors?”
“Sure.”
While he opened the wine, Regina located two wineglasses—Celeste could get her own—and set them down on the counter.
The door opened again to the sound of Celeste laughing, and then she was walking through the door with Corbin Gould, her arm linked through his.
Regina froze, her mouth falling open.
Celeste walked up to the bar between the kitchen and the living room. “Reggie, you know Corbin already. Milton, this is Professor Corbin Gould.”
Milton set down the open bottle of wine and walked into the living room to shake Corbin’s hand.
“Milton Shaw.”
Corbin shook his hand, a puzzled frown between his brows. “Milton Shaw. The software designer?”
“Milton Shaw, the genius software billionaire,” Celeste chimed in. “He’s also a magician.”
Milton grinned at her. “I should hire you to introduce me to people. When I say all that, it sounds like bragging.”
Regina rolled her eyes, but then she cut Celeste a sideways look. The professor? Celeste ignored the unspoken question.
Celeste and Corbin took a seat on the red stools at the bar while Milton poured wine in two glasses and handed one to Corbin and one to Celeste. Regina shook her head, but he nudged her with his shoulder, silently telling her to relax.
Regina sighed and fetched two more glasses. Milton poured again, nearly emptying the bottle, though most of it went into her glass.
She took a long sip, and knew that no ten-dollar bottle of wine would taste quite as good. She pulled out the cast-iron pan that had been her grandmother’s and a saucepan for the soup.
“Can you handle the soup?” she asked Milton.
He gave her a look. “It’s not exactly from scratch. Heating up soup is one of the limited kitchen skills I possess.”
Regina wasn’t sure she trusted him. “Don’t make it levitate or anything.”
He put his hand over his heart. “I promise.”
Pulling out the cutting board for the bread, Regina set it on the counter, and started looking for the big bread knife.
“So, Milton, I saw the article about your magic show at the hospital on the Globe website.”
Regina, about to slice the bread, paused to give her sister an annoyed look. Milton turned around from where he was opening the containers of soup they’d bought from the small deli at the grocery store.
He glanced at Regina with a worried frown. “I didn’t know.”
Regina shrugged. “I saw it. That’s why I thought we could eat here,” she confessed.
“Ah,” he said, his voice completely lacking inflection. His fingers twitched restlessly before he went back to the soup. “Professor, what do you teach?”
“Medieval literature.”
“Really?” He nudged Regina. “Did you know the medieval era was one of the most innovative, despite its reputation as being the Dark Ages? Many modern inventions began then, including computing.”
“That’s true,” Corbin agreed. “Medicine, philosophy, fashion, all have their roots in the work of medieval scholars.”
Milton nodded. “I’ve used medieval philosophy and garden design in building security around our software programs.”
“Really?” Corbin sounded fascinated. “I would love to hear about it sometime.”
“Sure,” Milton agreed. “It was actually something my father taught me. He was a professor of literature at Harvard.”
“Not Burton Shaw? His name is on a plaque outside the antique book room in the library.”
Milton nodded. “That was my father.”
Regina would bet anything that Milton had donated extensively to that library, like millions. And here he was standing in her kitchen looking extraordinarily hot in a gray shirt and black jeans, his chin scruffy and his hair a mess.
“How extraordinary.”
Celeste groaned, “Am I the only one here who is not a complete nerd?”
“I’m afraid so.” Corbin laughed at her and patted her hand. “But we like you, anyway.”
Regina gave Celeste a pointed look as she prepared the cheese. “You could have finished school. No one was stopping you.”
Celeste waved her off. “Don’t start that, Reggie. Not tonight. I like my job.”
“Uh-huh.” Regina wondered if she’d explained to Corbin why she’d chosen it. Not likely.
“So, how is work at the hospital?” Corbin asked Regina.
She smiled at him. “As good as it can be, I guess. Milton is putting on a show for the kids and asked me to help.”
“Really?”
“Only now half the hospital staff has volunteered along with a good number of the patients—the ones that are up for it, so we have quite a production on our hands.”
“Are outsiders invited?”
“Some,” Milton chimed in. “It’s actually a benefit of sorts, only we won’t be able to fit too many people. The entertainment room at the hospital isn’t that big.”
“I’d love to attend.”
Milton glanced at Regina. They’d talked about charging to attend, somewhere in the one to two thousand range. “That sounds great,” Milton answered without hesitation.
“Are you bringing me?” Celeste asked sweetly, taking her seat next to Corbin again.
He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “If you’re lucky.”
“Actually, Celeste, I was thinking of asking for your help,” Milton said.
Regina looked at him. He was?
“A friend of mine is helping with the costumes, but we need to have invitations made, donors contacted. We probably need some additional decorations. Would you be interested?”
“Sure, but why me?”
“You’re used to handling the events at Hotel Commonwealth. Your manager speaks highly of you.”
“You talked to Jim about me?” Her voice squeaked.
He nodded. “Gave him a call a few days ago.”
“That would be awesome. I’d love to.”
“Great. I’ll give you Blake’s number. You two can coordinate.”
“I like him,” Celeste said to Regina, pointing the wineglass in Milton’s direction. “You should keep him.”
Regina made a noncommittal noise and took a long sip of her wine. The problem wasn’t that she didn’t like him. She did. More every day. But keep him? Even if she wanted to take that step, how would that work? She didn’t want newspapers writing articles about her, about her father. Would Milton’s reputation suffer because he was dating her? Would hers, because she was in the newspapers again? She knew she wasn’t acting like a woman who wanted to keep her distance, but she was going to have to start, probably soon, if she was going to keep from hurting him.




NEARLY A WEEK LATER, Milton sat in his office brooding at an email he’d just received. Ever since the night he’d stayed at her apartment, he’d been careful to keep her from the eyes of the media. Instead of going out that night, they’d played Monopoly and watched Alien in the women’s apartment. By the time Sigourney Weaver had sent the alien tumbling into space from the airlock, Regina had fallen asleep against his shoulder, her dark hair falling over his chest.
Instead of having sex with Regina in her bed, which he’d been looking forward to, Milton had carried her to her room and tucked her in. He supposed that staying up late fucking him, getting up at the crack of dawn, and a couple glasses of wine was all it took to knock her unconscious.
He’d called a cab to take him home, locking the door behind him. He’d also called a cop friend of his and asked him about crime in the neighborhood. It wasn’t high, but she didn’t have a security system. He’d asked her if he could put one in, but she’d refused. He’d discreetly put a camera on the building aimed at the exterior staircase and hired a security company to monitor it. He hadn’t mentioned it to her yet, but it made him feel better.
Milton twitched restlessly in his chair at the office. He hadn’t mentioned several things to her yet, like the banquet on Saturday night, or his brother’s death. He wanted to tell her, wanted her to know everything about him, but she was so skittish, only coming over to his house once this week. They had sex twice in the limo, when he’d insisted on taking her home, but it wasn’t enough. He was getting desperate.
Roland knocked briefly on the door and stepped inside his office, looking marginally more relaxed than he had for the past week, the lines of tension around his eyes not nearly as pronounced. They’d identified the portion of the new software that had been hacked and had checked and rechecked the security on the rest of the software. It still wasn’t good. Washington wasn’t pleased, but Roland was doing his best to convince them to continue with the project. Milton had faith that he would succeed. He’d never known Roland to fail at anything he really wanted, though Milton wasn’t sure why this particular government contract was so important to him.
“Hey, Roland.”
“Hey, Milton. I wanted to remind you about the banquet on Saturday. You’re coming, aren’t you?”
Milton shrugged. “Is Nick going?”
“Yes.”
“Maybe. I don’t really want to go.” That wasn’t true. He wanted to take Regina, buy her a beautiful designer dress, some sexy lingerie, and feel her up under the tablecloth while the speeches were going on.
Roland sat down in the chair. “What’s the deal? She still doesn’t want to be seen in public with you?”
Milton shoved away from his desk. “Some reporter ran a story in the Globe about the magic show and now I have a tail most of the time. I couldn’t even go to Harvard Square and practice my effects.”
“Have you talked to her about it again, tried to convince her that it won’t be so bad?”
“No,” Milton muttered, “but I’m picking her up tonight. I wanted to take her to the symphony, but she wouldn’t have it, so we’re going to the Museum of Fine Arts.”
“The museum is open tonight?”
Milton shrugged. “Not exactly.”
Roland chuckled. “How much did you donate?”
“A million and the Picasso.”
Roland whistled. “Damn. And all you asked for was the museum to yourself for an evening?”
“Well, I’m also sucking up to Laura Berkshire. I’m hoping she’ll sell me some of the works from the Jasper Johns collection.”
Jasper Johns had been a twentieth-century printmaker who’d experimented with design, illusion, and three-dimensionality. Milton was fascinated by his work, and particularly interested in one piece that showed a palm print of a hand over some text. He couldn’t wait to show it to Regina.
“I can talk to her. What about the show? Everything coming along?”
“Yeah,” Milton said with a nod. “The kids are actually pretty good. Blake has the costumes ready for the most part, and Celeste—Regina’s sister—had invitations printed and distributed.”
“You included everyone on the list I gave you?”
“Yes, it’s a week from Saturday.”
“I’ll be there. Are you going to the hospital today?”
Milton checked his watch. “Yeah, in a few minutes.”
“I’ll see you later, then.”
As Roland left the room, Milton stared at his computer screen, at the email he’d received that morning from his private investigator. “Located Carter Burke in Dubai. Please advise.”
Milton drummed his fingers on the desk. He had contacts, knew ex-military, former CIA types—mostly through Roland. What would Regina’s reaction be if he had her father brought in? She’d mentioned hating the legacy of shame that her father had left her with, the persecution her family had gone through. Would she stop worrying about being in the public spotlight if she no longer had to be ashamed, if her father was caught?
“Send me his location,” he typed quickly. “I’ll make arrangements for transfer.”
He hit send before he could change his mind.




THAT AFTERNOON, Regina took a cab on her lunch hour and went to visit Rose-Lindsey. She hadn’t seen her in over a week and was eager to talk to her about Milton.
“So he hasn’t lost interest in you?” Rose-Lindsey’s knitting needles clacked, sounding nearly as satisfied as her tone.
“Don’t ‘I told you so’ me,” Regina warned. “I’m not in the mood.”
Rose-Lindsey raised a hand. “I wouldn’t dream of it. So have you lost interest in him?”
Walking to the window, Regina looked out at the street, at the gas lamps and wrought-iron benches of Rose-Lindsey’s neighborhood. Her cab was supposed to pick her up in ten minutes.
“No.”
“Come on, Regina, you have to give me more than that.”
Agitated, Regina felt her fingers twitch. When she realized it was one of Milton’s gestures, she froze, and went back to sit in the overstuffed armchair across from Rose-Lindsey.
“He’s addictive. Not just the sex, but everything. He makes sure I have food, that I get to work safely. He carried me to bed last week. He sends me flowers, gifts. He gave me winter riding gloves.”
“Practical, but I’d rather have diamonds.”
“I wouldn’t. He’s great. Weird. Sex-obsessed, impatient, hyperactive, and a general lunatic, but he’s great. I’ve never met a kinder or more curious person.”
“So what’s the problem?”
“Reporters are already following him around for the benefit. I need to end it before I show up on the news.”
“Would that really be so bad?”
“Yes, you remember what it was like.” Regina touched her lip, traced the scar. “I can’t. I just can’t.”
“If Milton is as protective as you say, perhaps he would keep you safe.”
“I don’t want anyone to keep me safe. I want my life just the way it was.”
“Really? Then why start dating, why agree to sleep with him?”
Regina took a deep breath. “You said I should, that I should have a little fun.”
Rose-Lindsey laughed. “So it’s my fault, is it? I made you date the handsome magician, and now you’re screwed because you’re in love with him, but you don’t want to deal with what that means.”
“I’m not in love with him.”
“Okay.”
“I’m not,” Regina insisted stubbornly.
“Whatever you say.”
“I really hate you, you know that?”
“Regina Burke. You’ve never been a coward in your life. Don’t start now.”

Regina smiled at Milton when he picked her up outside the hospital, but it felt a little wobbly on her lips.
“Hey,” she greeted him as he stepped out of the limo, looking handsome in a charcoal-gray suit and a blue tie. He looked at her darkly, even a little dangerously. Regina swallowed. “I’m a little underdressed.” He hadn’t said where he was taking her, only that there wouldn’t be any cameras, and that she should dress comfortably. She’d chosen jeans and a deep purple blouse with a plunging neckline.
“Hi,” he said, his blue eyes searching her face. “Don’t worry. I have something for you back at my house.”
“Milton . . .”
“Come on.” He gestured for her to precede him into the limo. “It’ll be fine, I promise.”
Regina nodded and ducked into the limo, sliding across the seat to make room for him. She inhaled, thinking about the last time they’d ridden in it. She’d changed out of her scrubs at the hospital into the corset and garters he’d purchased for her, and tossed a simple blue sheath dress over the ensemble. He’d taken one look at her legs in the stockings and heels and dragged her into the backseat.
She was damp again just thinking about it, wondering what he had planned for her to wear tonight, the glittery lingerie he’d purchased for her, or something even more risqué.
He looked at her, a knowing grin on his face. “Bet I can read your mind,” he teased.
Regina fluttered her lashes at him. “I don’t know what you mean, handsome.”
“Ha.” He gestured, and a small box seemed to appear in his palm. It was a jewelry box.
Regina stared at it like it was a dead rat. “What’s this?” she managed.
“Something for you.”
“Milton . . .”
“Stop saying my name.”
“What?”
“I know I’m in trouble when you say my name like that.”
Regina couldn’t laugh. With a shake of her head, she took the box and opened it slowly. It was empty.
She looked up at him with a frown and he leaned forward and kissed her deeply, sliding his hands to the hairline at the base of her neck. Regina felt something cool and heavy settle around her neck.
Gasping, she reached for his wrist, but he kept kissing her, possessing her mouth with a desperation that she shared. It was as if he sensed the indecision that lurked in her mind. When he finally released her, her heart was racing.
She touched her throat. Pearls. Her neck was draped with them, several strands, all different lengths.
“Milton, I can’t accept these.”
“Shut up, Regina,” he said mildly. “They’re yours. I’m not taking them back.”
“But Milton—”
He cut her off with another kiss, sinking his tongue inside her.
When he pulled away this time, she was straining toward him, panting. “Damn it, Milton. Stop. Listen to me for a—”
He leaned close, as if to kiss her again, but instead he gagged her with something . . . his tie? She glanced down. His tie was no longer around his neck.
“I told you to stop saying my name,” he said fondly.
Regina started to reach up and untie the gag in her mouth and discovered her hands were tied with something else. She flexed her wrists, felt with her fingers at the knot. This was not one of the ones that was easy to untie. Still, she’d been paying attention. How had he done it? She continued to flex her wrists, trying to stretch the knot.
“Shane,” Milton called. “When we stop at the brownstone, would you mind opening the door? I’m going to have my hands full.”
“Sure, boss,” Shane said mildly, but Regina could hear the laughter in his tone. She narrowed her eyes, silently promising revenge, which seemed to amuse Milton.
When they pulled up to the brownstone, Milton picked up her purse and draped his thick wool coat over her shoulders, covering her bound hands.
“Mmmmtpmn,” she tried to say around the gag.
He tugged her out of the car by her bound hands and up the stairs, barely pausing as the doors opened. Once they were in the entryway, he grinned unrepentantly at her and crowded her against the wall, sliding his hands under her shirt and around her waist.
“I like it when you’re at my mercy,” he whispered, pressing himself against her, “but unfortunately, we have to get moving.” He slapped her ass. “I bought you something to wear. It’s upstairs on the bed.” He untied her wrists and the gag, eyeing her just a little warily as he released her.
Regina rubbed her wrists and gave him a thoughtful, narrow-eyed look. “You’re going to pay for that.”
His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I’m looking forward to it.”
“And you’ll show me how to get out of that knot.”
“That’s actually a tough one, but sure. We’ll work on it tomorrow night if you want.”
“All right,” Regina agreed and stepped away from the wall. “You’re not coming upstairs?”
He smiled ruefully. “No. Not a good idea.”
“Should I bring you a new tie?”
He looked down at the bedraggled mess gagging her had made of the tie. “That’s not a bad idea.”
“Okay,” she said with a smile, and hurried up the stairs, her anxiety over the evening overcome by curiosity. What had he planned for her? She touched the pearls around her neck. They were beautiful, exquisitely matched, and creamy white.
When she reached the bedroom, she walked straight to the bed, which was neatly made, as always. On top of it was what she could only describe as blue satin bondage lingerie, all straps. A box lay on top of it, along with a note.
Regina left that where it was for a moment and looked at the dress he’d laid out for her. It was also blue satin with a wide boat neck that would leave her shoulders bare and show off the pearls he’d given her. There was a high slit up one thigh. He’d also bought her a pair of midnight-blue jeweled Christian Louboutin heels with delicate straps around the ankles.
She trailed a hand down the blue satin. It would feel amazing against her skin, especially with his hands touching her. Picking up the note, she interpreted the messy scrawl that passed for his handwriting.
“These pearls are for somewhere a little more private. Put them inside you, and by the end of the evening, I will have removed each one.”
Regina swallowed and opened the box. Inside it lay two elegant pearls about the size of table tennis balls. They were cool and heavy in her hands. He wanted her to put these inside her, wanted her to have dinner with these stretching her, filling her.
She set them down quickly and took a deep breath. Removing the pearls from around her neck, she laid them gently on the bed, then stripped out of her clothes. She picked up the other pearls and sat on the end of the bed, spreading her legs. She glanced at the door, wondering if he would come in as she was putting these inside her. If he did, he would push her back on the bed and fuck her, of that she had no doubt. He’d been prudent to wait downstairs.
She pressed the first pearl inside herself, forcing it past her entrance the way Milton had to force his dick and pressing it deeply inside her. She felt it filling her and let out a shivering sigh, already wet at the idea of his fingers probing beneath her clothes, removing these pearls one by one. She shivered, wanting to call him upstairs to fuck her.
She ignored the urge and pressed the second pearl inside, moaning as they filled her. She tightened her muscles around them and gasped as they moved, revolving inside her.
Panting, she slowly closed her legs. Oh my God, this is insane. She waited for a few minutes, letting the thick invasion grow more comfortable, before she carefully stood and began strapping herself into the satin lingerie. A little makeup and a quick fix of her hair and she’d be ready.
She didn’t know what he had planned, but she would enjoy this night to the fullest, including whatever games her naughty magician wanted to play.




WHEN SHE APPEARED ON THE STAIRCASE, Milton could’ve sworn he heard a roaring sound in his ears, as if the Charles River had overflowed its banks and was even now about to wash him and all of Boston away. He couldn’t think, and his heart didn’t seem to be working right. It tripped and stumbled in his chest. He put a hand to it. Was he dying? Now?
She looked like a 1940s starlet. She’d let her dark hair down, parted on the side and falling in gentle waves down her shoulders. She was wearing the pearls . . . all the pearls, if her slow, careful walk was any indication.
She was holding a tie for him. A blue silk Hermès with small fleur-de-lis covering it.
He wished he could write music, poetry, something. Instead, he struggled to keep his hands still with the urge to draw her. It was a relief when she handed him the tie. It gave him something to do beside stare at her like a complete idiot.
“Thanks. You look beautiful.” He took it from her and began tying it absently, looking in the entryway mirror as he deftly made a Windsor knot. With each loop, his heartbeat steadied in his chest.
He caught her eye in the mirror. Her pupils were dilated and a delicate flush suffused her cheeks. He had a feeling she liked his second gift.
When he finished, he held out a hand for her. “Ready?”
She nodded.
“I have a coat for you,” he whispered near her ear and went to get the faux sable he’d purchased for her. He would have bought her a real one, but she’d mentioned her opposition to fur during one of their conversations.
He got it out of the coat closet and held it out for her. When she frowned, he held up a hand to stop her comments.
“It’s not real.”
She nodded, turning to slide first one arm and then the other into the blue satin–lined sleeves.
She fixed her hair and examined herself, coordinated from inside out. “You had this entire outfit made for me, didn’t you?”
Milton nodded, opening the door and holding his arm out for her. “Blake designed it, and I had it made.”
“It’s beautiful,” she said sincerely and took his arm.

Milton followed the instructions he’d been given, and had Shane drive around to the delivery entrance of the museum. There they were met by the public relations director.
“Mr. Shaw, a pleasure.” The man, slightly balding and short, had a surprisingly deep voice. “Your dinner is waiting inside.”
“Thank you.” Milton stepped back and allowed Regina to precede him inside. They walked down a long hallway lined with what looked like the rolling doors in a storage room, through another set of back offices, and into the main part of the museum.
He heard her breath catch, and was very pleased with what the museum, Blake, and the owner of the five-star restaurant Menton had arranged for the evening. A table had been set up for two among the European art, directly beneath a Monet. There were no candles, rules of the house, but the soft lights in the museum sparkled on the silver and glassware. He’d had an additional table brought in and an enormous vase full of flowers in shades ranging from white to champagne had been placed just next to where they were dining. Pearls dripped here and there from the greenery, just to remind her.
“May I take your coats?” the director asked them with a slight bow.
“Of course,” Regina said.
Milton stepped forward to take it from her shoulders and then removed his own coat, handing it to the man.
“Thank you, Howard.” He pressed a hundred dollar bill unobtrusively into the man’s hands.
“Your waiter’s name is Steve.” Howard nodded to a young man pouring water into glasses.
“Thank you.”
Milton escorted Regina to her chair and pulled it out for her. She sat very slowly and carefully, making him wish that she could describe what it felt like as those pearls shifted inside her. He was going to enjoy removing them. She smiled at him like his very own Mona Lisa.
They ate wild Scottish hare, bluefin tuna, Arctic char, cherry tomatoes, eggplant, and a few other tastes that Milton couldn’t remember. He ate mechanically, watching her face, enjoying the buildup as much as he enjoyed the pleasure of her company.
He was telling her about Saint George, about how well he was doing with his trick, when she asked him a question he’d been dreading.
“Milton, why do you perform at the hospital?”
He swallowed the last of the bite he’d just taken, caviar, before he answered. “I thought you might ask me that.” He’d known he’d have to tell her. You told people you cared for about the horrible parts of your life, about the parts that had destroyed you. She’d told him how she felt when her grandmother died; he couldn’t not tell her about William.
“You lost someone you loved, didn’t you? Someone like Saint George?”
Taking a sip of water just so he had something to do with his hands, Milton nodded. “My little brother, William. He died of the same thing, leukemia, when I was twelve.”
“I’m sorry, Milton,” she whispered.
“I’d just started trying to learn magic—I think I’d seen a story about Houdini—and I just became obsessed. William helped me with it, and then he got sick.”
“So you started performing for him at the hospital?”
“Yeah.”
Milton didn’t know how to explain what he’d felt then: helpless, angry, crushed. He hadn’t known what to do with those emotions, hadn’t been able to just sit and watch his brother die. He’d wanted to do something, anything, and so he’d thrown himself into the magic. Somehow, some way convinced that if he just pushed a little harder, learned the next most difficult trick, he would be able to . . . what? Save his brother? He hadn’t thought that, had he?
Watching his face, she changed the subject neatly by sliding her bare foot up his calf under the table.
“So when do you plan on . . . relieving me of my pearls?” she asked, making him nearly choke on his second sip of water.
“I should have had them seat us side by side,” he muttered darkly and she laughed.
“Don’t rush on my account. I’m enjoying myself.” She smiled at him, a wicked smile that she flashed at him every time she shifted in her chair.

When they finished dinner, they walked around the museum looking at the paintings. He showed her the Jasper Johns he was coveting.
He pointed to the 3-D design, how the edges seemed to fall away from the paper. “It’s like some of my tricks. An illusion, but Johns was just brilliant.”
Regina tilted her head. “I see why you like it,” she said. Shrugging a little uncomfortably, she admitted, “Cheesy, but I’ve always loved Monet.”
“It’s not cheesy,” he murmured, kissing her temple. “Next time we’ll go to New York. I know a woman with a private collection of Monets. Come on, they have a hedge maze through this way.”
He led her out of one corridor and into an antechamber. Double-glass doors opened to a mazelike garden. “I went to a wedding here once. Some of the guests managed to get themselves lost.”
“Is that what we’re going to do?” she asked, her voice husky.
He nodded, unable to speak, and pulled her into the garden. It, unlike the one at the hospital, was not enclosed—the bright night sky opened above them, but brassieres had been set up every few feet, warming the air around them.
Regina shivered anyway. He felt it and tugged off his suit jacket, draping it around her shoulders.
“Thank you,” she murmured, her gaze thoughtful. She strolled away from him, the undulating walk of a temptress.
He followed, as lacking in free will as a zombie. If she’d asked him to buy her a Bentley and a house in Ibiza, he would have made the call instantly. She wouldn’t ask for anything, though, except for him to touch her.
She walked among the hedges for a time. He stalked behind her, so aroused he could barely see, certain she was a dark-haired goddess come to life to tempt him to his destruction. She turned and turned again, and managed to do exactly what he hoped she’d do, trap herself in the maze. There was a stone bench in the center of a circle of hedges and two brassieres. But no exit except for the way they’d come in. Except for the brassieres, there was little light, just as he’d requested. They were alone, and, in the dark and shadowy center of the garden, unlikely to be disturbed.
She sat on the bench, with one leg over the other, her eyes daring him. And then, as if she knew he wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer, she uncrossed her legs, just enough that her shapely thigh glowed white in the slit of the midnight blue gown.
God, I love her.
Milton didn’t remember crossing to her, but suddenly he was on his knees in front of her, spreading her legs even farther. He heard the rip of fabric as the slit in her skirt widened. He ducked under her skirt, taking deep breaths of the humid, salt-scented air between her legs. He kissed the inside of one thigh, and then the other, sliding his hands to where the curve of her buttocks met her thigh and spreading her a little farther apart.
She was wet; he didn’t have to touch her to know it. The pearls had done their work, filling and arousing her all evening, making her aware of the stretch and tug inside her own body, making her want to be penetrated in a different way.
“You like these inside you,” he whispered against her hot flesh. His finger ventured inside, just enough to touch one of the pearls, and he shifted it gently. She moaned and tightened involuntarily.
“Yes,” she gasped, and he felt the shift in her body as she braced her arms on the bench and threw her head back. He went to work, moving the pearls inside her as he gently suckled the taut bud at the top of her sex. She was swollen, her little clit hard against his tongue as he flicked it roughly. His fingers moved more urgently, stretching her, tightening her, until she came with a startled cry, her body clamping fiercely around his fingers.
He continued to lick and pet her until she settled, and then he gently removed the pearls from her body, making her moan as he worked his fingers inside her to get a grip on one, and then again as he removed the second. He put them in the pockets of his coat, still draped around her shoulders.
He straightened her skirt as best he could and stood, taking a moment to adjust himself.
“What about you?” she murmured, her gaze level with the distinctive bulge in his crotch.
“I’ll be fine until we get home, but then I’d like you dressed in that negligee I gave you, standing next to the bed. Will you do that for me, Regina?”
She nodded, her eyes so dark they dominated her face, her lips swollen from biting down to keep from screaming. But he wanted her to scream, he wanted her to scream a lot.




AN HOUR LATER, Regina vibrated with a mix of emotions as she slowly changed into the glittery negligee he’d given her. She still couldn’t believe how she’d felt, surrounded by darkness, her head thrown back looking at the sky as Milton had pleasured her. She’d felt worshipped. Worshipped and adored, his lips and tongue and fingers telling her with every flutter that he wanted her, that the scent and smell of her made him lose him mind.
Now, looking at herself in the mirror dressed in the nude lace that accentuated her curves with tiny glittering sparkles and emphasized the shadow between her legs, she felt powerful knowing he was going to see her like this.
She stepped out into the room, knowing that he was waiting for her, and was pleased to find that except for his tie and jacket, he was still dressed. She wanted to take his clothes off, wanted to show him that she did care for him—even if she didn’t want to be a public spectacle, she did want him, very much.
There was a single lamp on in the room, next to the bed. She knew that he could see straight through her gown. She moved toward him slowly. He seemed frozen for once, his eyes locked on her.
“You’re a little overdressed,” she said in a low voice, and knelt slowly, enjoying the feel of the rough lace on her nipples as the fabric tightened over her chest.
She removed his shoes, gripping his ankles and sliding them off his feet. His socks followed. She stood, slowly sliding her hands up his pants, making sure to brush his crotch with the back of her knuckles as she lifted her fingers to his shirt. She leaned forward and kissed the base of his throat.
“I love what you did to me tonight,” she whispered to him and felt his breath catch.
He released it on a sigh as she began unbuttoning his shirt, revealing his sculpted chest covered lightly in dark hair, his nipples taut, the washboard muscles of his chest trembling with every stroke of her fingers.
She pushed his shirt off roughly, making sure her breasts brushed his bare chest.
“I should tie you to the headboard,” she murmured. They hadn’t tried anything with him tied yet. “I’d like to lick every inch of you.”
“I can’t tonight.” He licked his lips. “Please, I’m begging you. Hurry.”
She chuckled and kissed his collarbone, and then one nipple, testing its firmness lightly with her teeth.
His breath hissed out, and his hands—those clever hands, moved to her waist.
Regina cupped him and he froze. “No hands,” she said against his chest. “Not just yet.”
He dropped them, cursing, and she kissed his neck, stroking him gently between his legs at the same time. He was clenching his teeth, his face turning red, before she took pity on him and slowly undid his belt buckle and the button holding his pants closed.
He was so aroused the engorged head escaped, rising toward his stomach. Careful not to catch his skin, Regina slowly slid down the zipper. He sprang completely free, jutting fiercely, and Regina thought he was beautiful: a thick gorgeous cock that he wanted to put inside her.
Unable to wait, Regina gripped him at the base and went to her knees, taking him in her mouth, sucking on the heat and breadth of him, making him moan and sink his fingers into her hair.
“Oh, fuck, yes,” he muttered as she began moving up and down on him, tightening her fist at the base of his cock as she worked him on her knees.
She kept doing it even as he warned her that he was about to come, even as she cupped his balls and felt them tighten and rise toward his body. He came and she drank him down, doing for him what she’d never done for anyone, and finding that she liked the taste of him, liked having him helpless to the pleasure of her mouth.
When she’d licked every last drop from him, she stood and met his eyes. He took her shoulders in his hands. Regina tensed, half afraid he was about to tell her he loved her. Surely not. What would she say back if he did?
“I’d like to put in a standing request for you to suck my cock for the rest of our lives.”
Regina chuckled. It wasn’t “I love you,” but it was certainly heartfelt. She had no doubt as to his sincerity.
She patted his cheek. “Only when you’ve been really, really good.”
“Hmmm.” He looked down the front of her gown, and before she realized what he intended, he ripped it down the front, releasing her breasts. Little beads and diamonds tinkled as they hit the wood floor.
Regina gasped and nearly clutched the gown closed, but he caught her wrists.
“That thing was made to be ripped off a woman,” he assured her, cupping her breast and pinching the nipple roughly. “And now, if it’s all right with you, I’d like to fuck you again.”
“Yes.” Regina nodded, already aroused by taking him, getting even wetter with his attentions on her breasts.
“Get on the bed. All fours,” he ordered.
Regina shed the remains of the gown and crawled onto the bed, stopping in the center and glancing behind her. He’d removed his pants, but he was drawing the belt out of the loops.
“What are you doing?” she asked, licking her lips.
“You’ll find out,” he said ominously, coming closer, and the bed dipped as he climbed just to the side of her on the bed.
She felt the gentle stroke of the belt along her back, down her spine, and over her buttocks. She could smell it, feel the cool leather, and knew that a less gentle stroke would be coming soon.
He pressed the belt between her legs, rubbing it against her, and she gasped, jerking her hips back for more. The belt cracked, stinging against her ass in punishment and she cried out. It hurt, but she was so aroused, it also felt amazing. She wanted it between her legs again.
As if he could read her mind, he slid the belt between her legs again, and then gently swatted the tender place between her legs, making her jerk and moan. He did it again, and again, until the soft folds between her legs were so swollen and hot that she wept, begging him to take her.
She heard the belt hit the floor somewhere in the room and then he was moving behind her, sinking himself deep on the first thrust. She moaned and arched backward, trying to take more of him, all of him, trying to pull him into her soul.
“Harder,” she screamed, but he pulled out and turned her around, tossing her onto the pillows.
“I want to see your face when you come,” he said, and harshly spread her legs, taking her just as roughly as he had from behind, sliding his cock in and out of her, making her feel every inch. She jerked her hips upward, tightening frantically, trying to hold him, keep him, make him surrender.
He fought her, holding her legs spread wide at the knees, and it wasn’t until she came, shuddering hard against him, that he gave up, crying out as he spilled himself inside her, each shudder bringing him closer to her, until he was lying against her, half crushing her into the pillows.
They lay in a sweaty tangle, too exhausted to move. He shifted to the side and pulled out of her. She heard a drawer opening, and then something soft on her stomach. A handkerchief.
“Thought you might want to clean up.”
She picked it up with two fingers, smiling. Only Milton. “I don’t think this is going to cut it,” she told him with a wry smile. He laughed and said the three little words she’d been dreading.
“I love you.”




SITTING IN HIS LIBRARY, the fire in the hearth cold and his coffee untouched on his desk, Milton stared into space. He didn’t know what he’d expected. Maybe not an “I love you” in return, but something more than the simple “I know” that she’d replied. Then she’d gotten up and gone to the bathroom to clean up. What was he supposed to do with that? Granted, telling a woman “I love you” after phenomenal sex was perhaps not the most romantic way to go about it, but he hadn’t been able to stop himself.
She’d seemed upset when he put her in the limo to go home and change before work, and she’d kissed him, but her face had been pale. She was worried.
Why wouldn’t she just admit that she cared about him, at least? He knew she wasn’t indifferent. She wasn’t the type to let a man spank her with his belt unless she cared for him. Stubborn. She was so goddamn stubborn. They were supposed to rehearse the entire show today, Regina included. Nick had arranged for the vanishing lady device to be delivered to the hospital from Milton’s attic, and they were going to run through the show with all of the kids. He had a feeling she was going to try and wiggle out of it now.
With a scowl, Milton opened his email. He had several from Blake with questions about the rehearsal today, one from his mother with a recipe for clam chowder—like he cooked—and two regarding the capture of Carter Burke. All the arrangements had been made; all they needed was his go-ahead. Once Carter Burke was on U.S. soil, the marshals service would be at the airport to collect him. They hadn’t asked too many questions about the how. The email had come in around midnight, just as he was fucking up royally by telling the woman of his dreams that he loved her.
Damn Carter Burke. That selfish asshole had destroyed her life, and used Milton’s encryption software to do it. In the rational part of his brain, Milton knew that Carter Burke had nothing to do with Regina not telling him she loved him. But the primitive part, the part that had thought magic tricks could save his brother, the part that wanted to go upstairs, tie her to the bed, and fuck her until she admitted she loved him, thought that screwing the man over sounded like a fine idea.
Maybe when her father finally faced justice, Regina could put all this crap behind her.
With a feverish intensity that walked the fine line of insanity, Milton began bringing about the destruction of Carter Burke.




THERE WAS A SORE SPOT on Regina’s lip from nervous chewing, and she was having trouble focusing on her patients, not a problem she’d had in her nearly six years of practicing medicine.
“I’m sorry, Saint George. What did you say?”
“I said, when is Shaw the Magician getting here?”
“I’m not sure, but I think in a half hour or so, around lunchtime,” she murmured. She was supposed to rehearse with them today. She’d heard from the nurses that Nick Cord had arrived with a delivery truck. “How are you feeling?”
It had been a few days since his latest round of chemo, and he looked a little more alert than he had earlier in the week, his cheeks not quite so pale.
“Okay, I guess.”
“You feeling up to rehearsing today? I’m sure Shaw will understand if you need some more time. We have all next week to practice.”
“I’ll be okay,” he assured her. “Will you tell me when he gets here?”
Regina nodded. “You got it, Saint George.”
She left the room and walked over to the nurses’ station to find out if one of her patients had been taken for an MRI. Milton was there, not wearing his usual mask, talking to Jackie Keen. When he saw her, his eyebrows snapped together, and he marched toward her with a deadly grace that had her backing up quickly.
She stopped when she realized what she was doing, but before she could say anything, he’d seized her and kissed her fiercely. He kept kissing her, his lips holding hers, until she went limp in his arms. Distantly she heard clapping, and someone shouted, “I told you she wasn’t into women. You owe me twenty.”
He released her just as suddenly, gave her a good glare, and stalked off in the direction of the entertainment room.
Regina licked her lips, shell-shocked, and looked around at the nurses and doctors gathered about.
Scowling just as Milton had, she snapped at them, “Don’t you people have work to do?” She headed for her office, needing a few minutes to gather herself before she went to find and talk to Milton. This couldn’t go on.
Behind her, she heard Jackie say, “Man can kiss. Gotta give him that.”
There was a chorus of agreement that had Regina grinding her teeth.
A few minutes later, she found him in the entertainment room with Nick and Blake, helping to set up the vanishing lady device on the stage in the entertainment room. Someone had hung thick velvet curtains on the side, as if it were a real production theater.
She walked up to where the two men were examining their creation, which appeared to have been unloaded from a large wooden crate. Milton pressed some kind of remote in his hand and the screen on the front came to life, showing the inside of the machine.
“Hey, Regina,” Blake greeted her as she approached, her arms full of what looked like nets covered in leaves.
“Hey, Blake,” Regina replied but kept moving toward the stage. Milton had turned around and seen her at the sound of Blake’s voice, but he’d gone back to helping Nick with an irritated mutter.
“Milton,” Regina called up to him. “I need to talk to you. Please.”
“Maybe later,” he said curtly, his voice lacking its usual warmth. “Nick and I are busy.”
Nick shook his head. “The woman’s a doctor. We’re not that busy.” He stepped away from Milton and the machine and hopped down from the stage, taking Blake’s elbow as he did. “Come on, let’s go grab some ice for the coolers.”
Once they were alone, Regina clambered over the edge of the stage rather than using the ramp, not wanting to give him a chance to get away from her. He helped her up—reluctantly, if his face were any indication, but he helped her.
“Nick has a point. Shouldn’t you be working?”
“I took a break,” she muttered. Hell yes, she needed to be working, but she couldn’t do that until she talked to him—not effectively, anyway.
“Good. Get in,” he said, opening the door to the machine.
“Not now. I’ll be here later, just as I promised. I just want to talk to you.”
“Done talking.”
“Don’t act like a child,” she snapped at him, lifting her chin. “You surprised me last night. I wasn’t ready to hear that from you.”
His jaw clenched. “You said ‘I know.’ I don’t want your pity.”
“I don’t pity you.” She stepped closer, putting a hand to his cheek, letting him see the warmth of desire in her eyes. “The last thing I feel for you is pity,” she murmured. She’d hurt him, she knew, and she’d never wanted to hurt him. The thought made her heart ache with loss. He was so precious, so much a presence in her life. Even though she’d only known him two weeks, she was startled to realize that there would be a hole if he left, a space in her life that would taste bitter and cold compared to the joy of being with him.
“I’ll go with you tomorrow to the banquet,” she said before she thought. It wasn’t “I love you.” She wasn’t ready yet for that—they’d only known each other two weeks—but Rose-Lindsey was right, she couldn’t keep behaving like a coward. She would go out with him in truth, and if there was flak from the public, she would handle it, as she’d handled everything in her life.
His eyes widened, and he held himself very still.
“Milton, please.” She hugged him, pressing her head against his chest. “I’m willing to give this a chance, all right?”
After a long moment, his arms wrapped around her. He dropped a kiss to the top of her head. “There you go using my name again.”




MILTON WAS PLEASED with how the rehearsals were going. The kids were busy practicing their tricks and pretending to hit each other with the swords—well, most of them were pretending. Saint George had been wheeled in on his hospital bed, a compromise between him and his mother, and was practicing his trick as best he could sitting up.
“That’s it.” Milton watched as the boy made the small toy dragon seem to disappear. “Saint George, you’re doing great. You’re a natural. I should introduce you to my friend, Roland.”
“God help us,” Nick muttered from nearby. “One Roland in the world is enough.”
Milton nodded, but couldn’t quite chuckle. Though his mood was vastly improved by Regina’s visit earlier, he still had a tight, anxious feeling in his chest. She hadn’t returned to rehearsal yet, but he knew she’d be there soon. He wanted to forget all of this—the show, her job—and take her away somewhere and keep her all to himself. The irony did not escape him. The moment she agreed to actually see him in public, he wanted to drag her away. Partly to protect her, but partly because he was afraid she was going to change her mind. Not a logical feeling, but one that had him agitated nonetheless.
He ignored it, helping the kids with their lines and their tricks—they hadn’t practiced in their costumes yet, and some of them were having difficulty adjusting to the extra clothes as they performed their tricks. Still, he was glad that he’d had them learn something rather than just performing for them. Everyone worked hard to make sure they were entertained as they suffered here in the hospital, but he liked making them feel powerful, like they could do something special.
When she arrived, dressed in scrubs with a crown on her head, his heart thudded as painfully in his chest as it had last night when she walked down the stairs.
“Dr. Burke,” the kids shouted. “Your machine is here!”
“I know,” she said, smiling. “You guys ready to make me disappear?”
There were several shouts of “yes,” the loudest from Chuck. She ruffled his sandy hair as she walked by.
“What did I ever do to you, kid?” She smiled at him.
He grinned, showing off crooked teeth. “Nothing. You were just the one that told me I have cancer.”
Regina blinked, looking a little stunned, but she nodded gamely. “Makes sense.”
She climbed on stage and walked over to where Milton was standing next to the machine, her eyes a little wary as she approached. He smiled at her and held out a length of rope. “Ready to get tied up and forced to your doom?”
“Oh, by all means,” she said drily, and held out her hands.
The kids gathered around, eager to watch as Milton began to tie the intricate knot around her wrists. As he did, he noticed she was wearing one of the flowers he’d given her pinned to her shirt. He fought the urge to tell her he loved her again.
Nick, standing next to Chuck, pointed at Milton’s handiwork. “See that tail, there?”
Chuck, concentrating fiercely, nodded his head. “It’ll unravel when she pulls it?”
Nick nodded. “The idea is to make it look complicated and difficult.”
Regina avoided Milton’s eyes as he secured her wrists. He knew why. This was a little too close to the games they played when they were alone together; they’d spent too much time tied and naked for the feel of the ropes on her wrists to be anything but an aphrodisiac.
He stood and took a step back, admiring the way she looked, tied up in a crown with a patient expression of her face.
“All right, kids,” he called, “force her into the machine.”
They held up their fake swords and charged at her, making her eyes widen, and she took a step back.
He caught her elbow, making sure she didn’t fall, and opened the glass door, assisting her as she turned and stepped inside. The glass seemed to show the back of her as she went in and then turned around, looking at the audience. He made a show of closing the door, knowing that inside she’d already flattened herself against one side of the machine. The glass continued to show her standing, though, managing to look worried even though her eyes were smiling. They’d recorded it after they’d finished playing with the sex swing, so she looked a little sweaty, but not too bad.
“Ready, kids? The magic words.”
They all shouted at the same time, some of them already laughing: “Hospitals stink!”
With a wave of his hand—and a press of the remote carefully concealed near his wrist, Regina suddenly vanished inside the machine.
The kids cheered. Milton even opened the glass door, showing them that it was empty. However, when Chuck stuck his head inside to take a closer look, Regina, who’d flattened herself against the side wall, jumped at him, scaring him backward and making all the kids laugh.
She stepped out of the machine with the unraveled length of rope in her hands. “Gotcha,” she said simply, and the kids giggled.
“Great job, guys,” Blake called from below the stage. “Who wants a snack?”
Everyone did apparently, except Saint George. Regina walked down the ramp to check on him, looking ridiculously competent as she spoke to his nurse, even wearing a crown.
Nick came up next to him, his voice low enough to keep from carrying across the room. “You okay?”
Milton didn’t know how to describe how he felt—he’d never been good at handling emotions, anyway. But the closest he could come was a combination of the exhilaration he felt when he mastered a new trick, and the constant nagging worry that somehow it wasn’t enough, that nothing he did would be enough to keep her with him.
“You love her, don’t you?” Nick asked, his voice softer than Milton had ever heard.
“Yeah.” Milton nodded. “I’m totally fucked.”
“Yep,” Nick agreed and rocked back on his heels. “Totally fucked.”




REGINA DRESSED FOR THE BANQUET at her own apartment, not wanting Milton to see how nervous she was at the idea of going out in public as his date. She was ready for this—she was—but it still wasn’t a comfortable feeling.
“You look great,” Celeste commented from Regina’s bedroom door. Celeste was dressed as well, in a sleek black dress and four-inch heels. She had an event she was coordinating at the hotel tonight.
Regina was wearing a dress she’d purchased for herself that morning, wanting to surprise Milton. Made of black velvet, the dress had a molded bodice that showed off the top of her breasts and hugged her waist before draping down in a graceful sweep to her ankles. She wore black lingerie and garters beneath the outfit, a gift from Milton that she’d yet to wear for him.
“Can you help me with these?” Regina held up the pearls.
Celeste nodded and motioned for Regina to turn around. “He give you these?” Celeste asked curiously as she hooked the lobster clasp with the efficiency of someone who’d played with jewelry long before she’d played with dolls.
Touching the pearls with the tips of her fingers, Regina sighed, remembering other pearls. “He did.”
“Turn around,” Celeste ordered.
Regina did, turning around and waiting for the verdict.
“You look amazing,” her little sister said without hesitation. “He’s good for you.”
“I know,” Regina agreed. She raised an eyebrow at Celeste. “Just like the professor seems to be good for you. You ever going to tell me how that happened?”
Celeste hadn’t been home that often the past week, spending time with Corbin at his house.
Shrugging, Celeste sat on Regina’s bed. “He just kept calling me. He didn’t ask me out right away, though it was obvious he liked me. I met him for coffee, just to be nice, but it was actually really fun. He can kiss,” she added, almost as an afterthought.
Regina grinned. “Yeah, that’s what got me with Milton. The man kisses like he performs his tricks, with this utter concentration that just sucks you in.”
“Milton looks like he probably studied people kissing until he’d figured out the technique. No offense, but the man has some intense focus.”
“This is true.”
Celeste plucked at Regina’s quilt with the tips of her bright red nails. “There will be cameras at this banquet tonight. You know there will be talk about Father.”
Regina nodded. “Yes, but not much. He’s been gone a long time. After a little while, the fact that I’m Carter Burke’s daughter will be old news.”
“You’re nervous.”
Regina nodded. “I worked so hard to give us a normal life.”
Celeste shrugged delicately. “Fuck it. Normal is for other people.”
Bending to give her sister a hug, Regina rolled her eyes. “You have such a way with words, Celeste. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“See you tomorrow, sister.”

The limo was crowded when Regina ducked inside. Roland and his date, a stunning blonde, sat just behind Shane, and, to Regina’s surprise, Nick and a delicate Asian woman sat on the left bank of seats. For some reason, she’d assumed Nick would bring Blake.
No one appeared to be particularly comfortable except the blonde, who was holding a glass of champagne and twining herself against Roland’s side.
Milton settled in next to Regina and took her hand. He seemed slightly nervous, like there was something bothering him. She’d thought the same thing when she’d gone home with him last night. He’d been jittery, like he wanted to tell her something, and he hadn’t brought out a single sex toy. Instead, he’d kissed her fiercely and carried her to bed, making love to her with his lips and teeth and fingers until the sheets had been a tangled mess, and she’d felt as wrung out as a washrag.
Whatever was bothering him made her even more agitated than she’d been already, but she told herself she was being ridiculous.
They made small talk as they rode, though Roland carried most of the conversation until they arrived at the Citi Performing Arts Center, and waited in the line of other limousines to be dropped off at the front entrance. She and Milton stepped out first, followed by the rest, and they were all escorted together inside an enormous banquet hall that had been decorated as lavishly as a wedding.
As the guests of honor, Milton, Roland, and Nick were seated at a table in the front with the mayor and several executives from the Boston Business Journal while the rest of the attendees were seated in round tables throughout the rest of the room. Regina sat with her back to most of the room, Milton next to her, and tried to ignore the feeling that hundreds of eyes were fixed between her shoulder blades.
Cameras flashed, and Regina felt Milton’s hand slide comfortingly down her back. Relaxing, she smiled at him and patted his knee under the table. When she let that hand slide up his thigh, higher and higher, his eyes crinkled in a matching smile.

After a brief introduction, dinner was served. Stuffed pork chops, winter vegetables, and creamed potatoes. Milton didn’t remember tasting any of it. When the plates were cleared, Regina put her hand back on his thigh, and Milton had trouble focusing as the chairman of the Journal explained the purpose of the philanthropy award. He caught her fingers before she could brush his crotch; he didn’t want to go on stage with a boner, for God’s sake, but he liked the little smile on her lips, liked having her next to him, beautiful and poised, and his.
He checked his phone with his free hand. They were supposed to notify him once Carter Burke was in custody. They should have called this afternoon, but they hadn’t yet. He wanted a chance to explain to Regina before the public found out. He tried to say something last night, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to do it.
I’ll tell her tonight, after the banquet, he thought, hoping they wrapped up this little show fairly soon.
They played a video reel of thanks from various charities that Accendo had contributed to for the past year, including Boston Children’s Hospital, and then the three were being called up to the stage to receive their award and make a short speech.
Milton kissed her cheek and stood. “Be right back,” he said simply, and slapped Roland on the back as they climbed the stairs to the top of the stage.
He and Nick had picked Roland to give the majority of the speech, thanking the Journal and everyone in the audience for their appreciation. Roland stepped up to the podium first, into the blinding white spotlight, while Milton blinked and tried to see Regina at the table. There she was, smiling at him.
When Roland finished, Nick stepped up and made a short thank-you speech, an impressive feat for him since he hated speaking in public. As he stepped aside, Milton took the podium.
“Good evening, everyone,” he began. Cameras flashed, and Milton blinked rapidly and smiled wider. “Some of you may have heard that I like to perform a little magic.”
There was a ripple through the crowd, a wave of anticipation, and he calmed them down with his hands. “Don’t get too excited. I’m not performing any tricks here tonight. The truth of the matter is that the people who should really be honored are those working tirelessly for these causes, like the doctors and staff at Boston Children’s, the cause that is closest to my heart. I lost my brother William to cancer when I was twelve years old, and I have never forgotten the people who fought to save him, or the bravery of all those children. They are the ones who should be thanked, but I appreciate this honor, and encourage everyone to give what you can, be it time or money.”
He stepped back from the podium to applause, but it seemed sporadic and slightly stuttered, as if something had happened. There were quite a few whispers and people were looking at their phones. Milton squinted. What was going on?
The chairman took the podium again. “Roland Webster, Milton Shaw, and Nick Cord, I present to you the Boston Business Journal’s award for corporate philanthropy.” He handed each of them a crystalline statuette, and shook their hands.
Cameras flashed as they walked off stage, and several of the reporters who’d been covering the event crowded around them, focusing on Milton.
“Mr. Shaw, is it true that you helped arrange for the capture of Carter Burke?”
Milton felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. All them were asking him questions, shouting over one another. What had led him to try and find Carter Burke? Did it have anything to do with a rumored relationship with his daughter, Regina Burke?
Panicked, Milton shoved his way through the reporters with Roland and Nick’s help and hurried back to the table where he’d left Regina. Her chair was pushed back, her purse gone, and the only evidence of her was the imprint her lipstick had left on her water glass.
The lady had vanished.




REGINA RAN AS QUICKLY AS SHE COULD in her dress, trying not to hyperventilate as she hurried to the exit. She had to find a cab; she had to get out of there. How could he have done that without telling her? Her father had been caught. He’d been brought to Boston by federal marshals.
At first she’d been too focused looking at Milton on stage to notice the distraction of the people around her, but when they began glancing in her direction, she’d seen them looking at their phones and whispering.
Wondering what all the fuss was about, Regina had tried to ignore the whispers, but the man sitting next to her, someone from the newspaper, leaned close to whisper, “Have you seen this?”
It was breaking headline news. Carter Burke had been arrested at Logan International Airport. Billionaire Milton Shaw had apparently arranged his capture, having him flown from Dubai to Boston on a private jet.
It hadn’t taken long for everyone at the table to begin studying her curiously. Her heart had begun pounding in her chest, and she’d nearly knocked over her chair in her haste to get away.
Why did he do it? Why didn’t he tell me?
As she approached the front doors to the hotel, the doorman took one look at her face and opened it immediately. “Can I get you a taxi?”
“Yes, please.” Regina had nodded, and followed him outside. She’d forgotten her coat, but she ignored the cold.
He located one for her immediately, waving to get the man’s attention, and Regina fumbled in her purse for some cash. She only had a twenty, so she gave it to him and hurried into the door he held open for her.
“Miss, are you sure—” he began, but she cut him off.
“I’m sure.” She jerked on the door handle, and he released it, allowing it to shut.
She gave the driver her address, hoping he took credit cards, and pulled out her phone to call Celeste.
She didn’t answer, so Regina left a voicemail, “Celeste, call me when you get this. Our father has been arrested. Milton had him arrested.” Regina could hear the disbelief in her own voice, the shock, and she swallowed. “I’m on my way home.”
As soon as she hung up, her phone rang. Milton. She sent the call to voicemail, so hurt and furious that her fingers trembled as she declined the call.
He called again. And again. And again before he finally resorted to texting.
Please tell me you’re okay. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you.
Her eyes burned, but she managed to text him back, just three words.
Leave me alone.




MILTON PACED THE CONFINES of his library restlessly while Nick and Roland sat on his couch and watched, both of them still in their suits even though it was nearing 3:00 a.m. They’d dropped off Nick’s and Roland’s dates and gone to Regina’s loft, but she wouldn’t answer the door. The security camera he’d installed verified that she had entered the exterior stairwell door and that she hadn’t left, so he knew she was still there, but it didn’t help with the gut-twisting panic that had him wanting to punch something.
“Why didn’t you mention it to us, at least?” Roland asked. “I could have helped. Maybe we could have kept it quiet.”
“I didn’t think about it that much.” Milton ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “I just had this idea in my head that if I could somehow fix the issue Regina had with her father, she would get over not wanting to be seen in public with me.”
Nick looked doubtful. “You sure you weren’t just pissed off?”
Milton stopped and shrugged. “Yeah. I was. That was part of it.”
“So why is she so upset?” Nick asked.
Milton didn’t have the patience to explain, but to his surprise, Roland answered. “She had it pretty rough after her father left. When he got away, a lot of people took it out on her family. She was even accosted outside her home by someone who had lost everything.”
Milton froze. “Accosted?” Why hadn’t he known of this? Why hadn’t it turned up in any of the research he’d done?
Roland spread his hands. “One of Burke’s investors shoved her up against a wall and smacked her around, screaming at her to tell him where he father was, until the police showed up and put a stop to it.”
Milton sank into the chair behind his desk. “How do you know this? Why wouldn’t she tell me?”
“I doubt she wants to think about it,” Roland muttered. “I only know because my stepfather prosecuted the asshole. I thought she would have told you.”
Milton shook his head. She hadn’t told him. She hadn’t explained. But the painful truth was, it didn’t matter. He shouldn’t have done it without talking to her. You didn’t do something like that to the woman you loved without at least a heads-up.
His fingers twitched, the need to work on something, anything, coming over him in a paralyzing rush. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t breathe. No amount of magic would make this right. He knew it, and, somewhere deep inside, he howled in agony.




NEARLY A WEEK LATER, two days before the magic show, Regina locked herself in her office for lunch and sat down wearily. Bouquets of flowers in all shapes and sizes and colors filled the room, all of them from Milton. She’d stopped trying to get rid of them when she realized the hospital staff was bringing them right back into her office every night.
She’d changed her cell phone number, both to stop getting calls from Milton and to stop the endless calls from the press, asking to interview her about her father, her relationship with Milton, everything.
It had only taken Milton half an hour to find her new number and start calling her again. It had taken the reporters more than twenty-four hours. The only reason her office phone wasn’t ringing off the hook was because the switchboard and the hospital publicity department were screening all calls from reporters.
He sent El Greco a diamond collar, Celeste a twelve-hundred-dollar pair of shoes, and Regina a car, a Bentley convertible that was so beautiful she’d nearly kicked it in irritation. She sent everything back except the shoes, but only because Celeste refused to give them to her, calling her an idiot.
Regina didn’t agree. She’d had a visit with the hospital chief of staff that morning. He’d expressed concern that her notoriety was making it difficult for her to do her job. She’d assured him it wasn’t, but she didn’t know whether he’d believed her.
Rose-Lindsey had been no help. She suggested that she and Celeste speak with their father, get everything off their chests, and that the publicity would die down with time. And to Regina’s annoyance, Celeste had agreed with her.
Gritting her teeth at the idea of visiting that man, Regina turned to face the filing cabinet, the only place in the room that was not full of flowers.
When her door opened, she turned around, expecting to see one of the nurses, but it was Celeste, dressed in a demure suit, her hair in a topknot. She stepped in and took a seat.
“I’ll have you know that I just spoke to our father.”
Regina stared. “What?”
“I called that marshal back this week and I made arrangements to see our father. I took your car.”
“I don’t have a car.”
“Milton sent it back.”
“Celeste—”
“Enough,” her sister snapped in a tone Regina had never heard from her before. “I’m tired of living like I have something to be ashamed of. I didn’t do anything wrong, and neither did you. It’s about time you realized it.”
Regina took a deep breath and let it out.
“It’s not just that. Milton had no right to do that without talking to me.”
“That’s true,” Celeste agreed. “He fucked up royally, but I believe he’s trying to apologize.” She gestured to the flowers that filled the room. “If you weren’t so fucking stubborn, you’d let him. Hell, even our father apologized.”
“He did not.”
“Cross my heart.” Celeste held her fingers up in the Girl Scout salute.
“Celeste—”
“Ugh.” Celeste surged to her feet. “I hate it when you say my name like that. It means you’re not listening.”
She left, slamming the door behind her. Regina put her face in her hands. A ward full of kids with cancer, and her life was the center of all the drama.




ON FRIDAY MORNING, Milton stood in front of his brother’s headstone with his hands in the pocket of his wool coat. The flowers he and his mother had placed there for the anniversary of his death were covered in snow. His fedora sat on his head, but it lacked its usually jaunty ankle. Instead he kept it low over his eyes, which were bloodshot from lack of sleep.
“Hey, William,” he said simply. There was no answer, of course, just the steady press of cold, the stark white of the snow gathered in the cemetery. He hadn’t tried to speak to his brother since he’d died, hadn’t tried to say any of the things he hadn’t been able to say while William was in the hospital.
“So, I fucked up. You’re probably not surprised. I was always the one who got us into trouble.”
William, two years younger, had always worshipped Milton, following him everywhere. Into the abandoned house down the street, out into the graveyard, across the frozen pond. When Milton became fascinated by Harry Houdini and his effects, William had been the one to help him practice. When William had gotten sick, Milton had become even more fascinated by magic, sure that if he tried hard enough, he’d be able to save his brother. He’d performed tricks instead of talking, learning a new one every week, showing it to his brother as William lay, pale and thin, his eyes bruised-looking as he’d watched with fascinated appreciation. His brother had always been his best audience.
“We have a show tomorrow, for the kids at the hospital. She’s going to be in it—she won’t disappoint the kids, but she’s not speaking to me now.”
Milton ignored the urge to pull out his cards. “I thought that I could make her love me. I thought that if I showed her magic, that if I fixed what had gone wrong in her life, she would take a chance and love me.”
Silence. The sound of a car passing. The deep, almost soundless rumble of snow falling from nearby trees.
“I should have listened to Mom. She told me to be patient.”
He laughed, a raw sound, and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe his nose. “Not my strong suit. I saw something standing in the way of what I wanted and I decided to remove it, without a thought for her or what she would go through.”
Milton rubbed his chest, where the ache of her absence had settled. He wanted her back in his life. He wanted to eat dinner with her, and watch TV, and teach her to play video games. He wanted her to have fun, to see the world, to wake up next to him every morning. He wanted the privilege of making her happy for as long as she would let him.
“I told her I loved her, but I don’t think I realized what it meant at the time. You always found a way to keep Mom from getting mad at us,” he said. “I wish I knew that trick now.”
“Well, that’s easy,” his mother said, huffing as she climbed the small rise. “I loved you both, but William, he was always so pleased with his big brother, so excited to share your adventures, it was hard to be angry in the face of such joy.”
Milton moved to help her the rest of the way up the rise, wondering how she’d known he was here.
“Shane called me,” she told him.
Milton nodded. “Well, I don’t have anyone telling Regina how awesome I am, so I doubt that will help her forgive me.”
“If she loves you, she will forgive you.”
“Great,” Milton said, scowling. “There’s no guarantee she loves me. We’ve only known each other a few weeks. Can you love someone in a few weeks?” He knew his answer. He loved her. He felt sick from thinking about her, from missing her, feverish with joy at the idea that he would see her tomorrow, even if she wasn’t speaking to him.
His mother smacked him on the back of the head. “Of course you can. Your father walked up to me and said, ‘She walks in beauty like the night of cloudless climes and starry skies.’ I had never heard anything so beautiful. And he said it to me, an Armenian girl who barely went to school. His words were magic to me.”
Milton rubbed his head. “I didn’t speak poetry to her. I performed a trick. Instead of talking to her, I made her a flower and pinned it to her shirt.”
“Well, that’s you,” his mother said simply. “You are who you are. Tell her you love her again. If you give up, she’ll never believe that you meant it, that she is worth the trouble.”
“She is trouble.”
“Well, good, then she is perfect for you.”




THE NONDESCRIPT BUILDING in downtown Boston didn’t look like a prison. It actually looked like most of the other brick buildings in the area. Regina glanced at her phone to make sure she was at the right address. The U.S. Marshals had sent instructions for visitation, but she was expecting something more like the depictions she’d seen of prisons on TV.
It was Friday afternoon, and she’d left work early, changing into a suit, a dark blue shirt, and heeled boots, but keeping her hair in a bun. She’d worn her good dark wool peacoat and a purple scarf that had been a Christmas gift from Rose-Lindsey. She followed the directions on her phone from the bus stop, avoiding piles of dirty snow and other pedestrians as she hurried along.
Approaching the steps that led up to glass doors, Regina noticed the various cameras—many more than on the outside of most buildings—and she moved a little quicker. As she approached, the door was opened by a uniformed officer. The room reminded Regina of a bank lobby, with marble floors and columns, and lots of glossy dark wood. The difference was that instead of tellers behind glass windows, there were two X-ray machines and metal detectors, and several other uniformed officers, included two with dogs.
“Can I help you?” the officer asked her. He had a thick mustache and kind brown eyes.
“Yes, I’m here to visit Carter Burke. I was told to ask for Marshal Winters.”
“What’s your name?”
“Regina Burke.”
“Hang on.” He pulled a radio off his belt. “I have a Regina Burke here to see Marshal Winters.”
The radio crackled, and a voice on the other end said something Regina couldn’t quite make out.
“All right. Can I see some identification?”
Regina removed her driver’s license from her purse and handed it to the officer. He shined some kind of light on it, and then looked her over closely.
“All right.” He handed it back to her. “You’ll need to pass your bag through the X-ray machine and walk through the scanner.”
Regina did, and a few minutes later she was being escorted down a hallway with blue carpets and paintings of Revolutionary War heroes along the walls. The officer escorting her opened the door to a nondescript office with a wooden desk and a woman in a suit typing on a laptop.
A man in a suit came from the hallway behind her, an older gentleman who reminded Regina of Gregory Peck.
“Ms. Burke?”
“Yes,” Regina said.
“Marshal Winters. Come with me, and I’ll take you to see your father.”
Regina followed him back down the hallway and through a set of wooden double doors that he opened by swiping some kind of key card.
There was another guard just inside, and another locked door. The guard asked to see her purse, so Regina handed it over without any questions, and got it back a few minutes later.
Moments later, she was taken to a room with two armchairs, a coffee table, and a painting of George Washington crossing the Potomac.
“You can have a seat. I’ll have your father brought in.”
Regina sat, setting her purse on the floor next to the chair, and wondered exactly what she was doing. She hadn’t seen her father in years. He’d ruined her life. He’d shamed her. She didn’t see how talking to him now was going to change anything. How could it possibly matter what the man had to say after sixteen years?
When he was finally brought in, she barely recognized him. He had gained weight, wherever he’d been, and he had a tan. She remembered him always being meticulously groomed and tailored, but he was now sporting several days’ growth of beard, liberally sprinkled with gray. His dark hair, the origin of her own dark, glossy locks, was also more salt than pepper at this point. Wherever he’d been, he hadn’t been spending his time gardening or taking yoga classes.
His eyes were flat and expressionless as he took a seat in the chair next to hers. The marshal waited just inside the door, watching her father.
Regina waited for him to say something first, but he just continued to watch her.
“Father,” she said simply.
“Regina,” he replied, and there were the crisp tones of his New England upbringing. “I hear I have your boyfriend to thank for putting me in this situation.”
“You have yourself to thank.” She didn’t mention that Milton wasn’t her boyfriend. He didn’t deserve to know anything about her.
He grunted. “You sound like your grandmother.”
Regina was glad to hear it. Her grandmother was the only decent family member she’d ever had. It was inconceivable that a woman like her had produced a man like him.
“She passed away the year after you disappeared.”
“I heard,” he said shortly, his tone terse.
“She died in a hospital. In pain. I wasn’t there when she passed away because I was working, going to school, and taking care of Celeste.” Her tone had taken on an edge, one that he dismissed with a flick of his finger.
“Quit whining. Now you sound like your mother. Jesus, that woman and her endless complaining.”
Since Regina remembered very well, she shut her mouth, her teeth clicking together. She hadn’t come here for this. She’d come to tell him that she didn’t need him, that she’d made something of her life even without him around, without money. She had done it on her own, and there was no one who could take that away from her.
“Celeste said she spoke to you.”
He nodded, looking faintly amused. “She came by.”
“She told me that you apologized to her for leaving, that you were sorry.”
He laughed. “Well, damn, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree in her case. What a liar.”
Regina blinked, taken aback. A liar?
“She came here and told me that I was fatter than she remembered, said she hoped someone hired a hit man to shank me while I ate overcooked macaroni.”
Regina was so astonished, she didn’t react. She just sat there.
“So you came here expecting an apology?” He exhaled out of his nose, and settled back. “Why should I apologize to you?”
Regina looked at him, just looked at him, and thought about her life since he’d left. Had she really been unhappy? She’d raised her sister, become a doctor, helped save dozens of children. She looked at him, waiting to stand trial for embezzling hundreds of millions, and he was just sitting there, still arrogant, still convinced that he could do no wrong. She’d been so angry for so long, when the truth of the matter was he’d done her a favor.
“You shouldn’t.” She stood, picking up her purse. “I’m glad you left. I’m glad you didn’t take us with you.”
“That’s what you came here to tell me?”
She’d come to blame him, she realized. But the truth was, she had herself to thank for the good and the bad. She thought of Milton, of how she felt when she was with him. He was definitely the good, and she’d thrown it away because of this man. She was a fool.
“I’m finished here,” she told the marshal. She stood and looked down at her father. “Enjoy the macaroni,” she said curtly and left.
She was met by another marshal just outside the door, this one a woman with black hair and blue eyes.
“I’ll take you back outside, Ms. Burke.”
“Thank you.” Regina nodded, and followed the marshal out of the room.
“Is it true Milton Shaw is your boyfriend?” the marshal asked when they reached the hallway.
Regina glanced sideways at the woman. Why did she want to know? “Yes,” she said slowly, letting the idea sink and settle inside her. At least, he would be her boyfriend, once she found a way to apologize. Once she told him she loved him.
“A lot of people would like to thank him for his help with this one. Not just finding the bastard, but finding what he did with the money. Without his influence, it’s unlikely any of it would have been recovered.”
Regina nodded, thinking about Milton. He was nothing if not thorough. And he didn’t really like being thanked, unless it was with sex or video games.
“He did it for me,” she said simply, knowing it to be true. The man had tried to fix the problem that was keeping her from him by finding her father and arranging for his capture. Excessive? Over the top? That was Milton. That was the man she loved.




THE ENTERTAINMENT ROOM in Boston Children’s Hospital had never been so full of people. Kids, their parents, hospital staff, and several well-dressed members of society were all crammed into uncomfortable seats as if they were preparing to watch a school play. The benefit chart at the entrance said they’d raised several hundred thousand dollars, though Accendo had donated the majority of it.
It doesn’t matter, Milton thought, peeking through the curtain. He would have given any amount of money to the kids if it could have made them better.
He glanced at his phone again. She’d texted him that morning. The first time she’d actually texted him back since that night.
I’ll be a little late was all she’d written.
It was weird. Nick had said he would be late as well. And Nick was never late.
He hoped she didn’t miss the beginning. The kids were going to demonstrate their tricks for the audience, with Milton acting as master of ceremonies. The scene at the end was the big scene where Regina would be put into the vanishing box.
Someone tugged on his pant leg. He looked down to see Emily, a pink wig on her head, complete with princess crown.
“Dr. Burke is here,” she said in a stage whisper loud enough to be heard in the back of the room.
“Good,” he whispered back. “Get with the others.”

The show began with a story, the young magicians charged with learning a magic trick to help defeat the evil princess who’d taken over the land. One by one they demonstrated what they’d learned to the delight of the audience, who clapped and cheered even when a ball was dropped and rolled into the crowd, or a toy horse fell out of a sleeve and clattered to the stage.
When it was time for the evil princess to appear, she strolled on stage like a born performer, dressed in her scrubs, a long purple cape, and the crown on her head. Milton knew he was staring, but he couldn’t help it. He couldn’t believe she was here in front of him, speaking her lines about taking over all magic.
“I am Princess Regina, and when I was young, a magician stole everything from me.” She swept the audience with a furious gaze.
“And now, in revenge, I’m going to take all magic,” she growled.
She performed the trick he taught her flawlessly, making the gathered objects the kids had produced seem to disappear before the audience, casting her cape over the loot and just as quickly sweeping it aside, revealing that everything was gone.
Saint George, helmet in place, walking slowly but resolutely with his IV pole in tow, charged forward with his sword in hand.
“I challenge you,” he yelled.
The other kids joined in, charging onto the stage and surrounding her, brandishing swords.
The evil princess raised her hands in surrender, and Milton, trying not to laugh as he made his voice triumphant, began tying her wrists, only he didn’t exactly use the knot they’d practiced with.
She didn’t seem to notice. Her dark eyes stared into his, seeming to try and tell him something. He didn’t want to hope too much, not while they were on stage and he couldn’t talk to her, couldn’t kiss her and promise her that he was sorry, that he hadn’t meant to hurt her.
As they’d planned, he led her to the vanishing machine. She stepped inside and he closed the glass. Her face had the same expression that she’d had when they’d recorded the image in his attic two weeks ago, but he knew that, inside, she was struggling to remove the knots that he’d looped around her wrists.
Milton turned to the audience. “This is the part where I’m supposed to make the evil princess disappear, right, kids?”
Looking confused, they nodded. “Yeah, make her vanish, Shaw.”
Milton scratched his head. “Well, the thing is, I think she put a spell on me, a love spell, and I can’t make her vanish. I’ve lost my magic.”
With the press of a button on the concealed remote, he opened the glass door, expecting to see Regina tied, unable to conceal herself along the side frame of the box.
She wasn’t there. Instead, dozens and dozens of paper flowers spilled out, just like the ones he’d pinned to her scrubs that first day they met.
Emily skipped over and picked one up, her pink wig askew. “It says, ‘I love you, too.’ ”
“Oh, man,” Saint George muttered. Chuck looked disgusted.
Astonished, Milton watched as Regina stepped out from behind the vanishing machine, coming to stand in front of him. Her dark eyes were glowing with delight.
Laughing, he scooped her over one shoulder and turned around. “This lady is never vanishing again. We’ll put her in the dungeon instead.”
The kids, despite their obvious confusion, cheered and began to chase after him as he made his way down the ramp. Chaos reigned as people in the audience tried to figure out what was happening. Nick was attempting to explain, but he was making a mess of it. He heard Blake’s voice just as he reached the glass doors.
“Shaw the Magician and his companions, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s give them a hand.”
Regina lifted herself up on his shoulder, so he stopped and let her slide down the front of him.
She slid a hand around the back of his neck and whispered in his ear. “This dungeon wouldn’t happen to have sex toys in it, by any chance?”
He chuckled and kissed her. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”
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