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What happens when a Rock Star in Disguise meets a Billionaire in hiding?




Georgie doesn’t know who she is dating.




At a high society wedding, Georgie Johnson is introduced to Alexandre de Valentinois, a hereditary duke of nothing who flies around the world on his private planes and describes himself as “one of those despicable, idle rich men.” Yet, when pressed, he sings at the wedding in a gorgeous, clear tenor that tugs at Georgie’s soul, and miraculously, he calms her paralyzing stage fright so she can accompany him on the piano, even though she thought she had left her classical music career behind when she went into hiding.




But Alexandre has a dark side. His name is Xan Valentine, and he’s the rock star front man for Killer Valentine. He’s famous, but his paparazzi-dogged lifestyle might expose Georgie and get her killed.
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Styles







Xan Valentine, as he had styled himself for the past five years, stared at the square, black jewelry box lying on the bathroom counter in the shoddy hotel room. The chrome lighting fixture above showered light on everything, but the black velvet absorbed it all and gave nothing back.

He flicked it open. The round emerald, caught in the platinum prongs, sucked the light into itself and glowed with a green fire that felt cold in his chest. Americans preferred diamonds for engagement rings, Xan knew, but the colorless stones seemed so lackluster. The women in his family had always worn sapphires or rubies. While Xan certainly wasn’t one to stand on tradition and even the emerald diverged from the more usual stones a bit, he wasn’t ready to kowtow to American bourgeois attitudes in this most personal gesture.

Besides, it wasn’t like there were no diamonds on the ring at all. Three carats of excellent diamonds surrounded the center emerald like a starburst. Xan had been working with the jeweler for months, emailing sketches back and forth, before he had arranged for the round, very dark green, crystal-like emerald to be delivered to the man in Paris. The ten-carat stone was very deep, nearly spherical but with the usual faceted top, so the setting had required extraordinary craftsmanship.

And it was extraordinary. Even Xan, who had little interest in these matters, could see that it was a beautiful piece. Small diamonds encrusted the platinum prongs, designed to look like vines crawling up the sides, that held the center stone. Larger diamonds radiated like flower petals around it. Xan’s younger sister Christine Marie had swooned at when he had emailed pictures to her, but she was nineteen so this was de rigueur. She swooned at internet pictures of kittens, too.

The diamonds caught the light from the cheap chrome fixture above the sink and threw dazzling sparkles over the warped wallpaper and sour-smelling carpeting like a laser light show.

Xan was amused at himself. Laser show. Everything reminded him of the stage and concerts. His band, Killer Valentine, was nominally functional now, and they were playing modest clubs, which explained why Xan was staying in a cheap hotel. One had to maintain the charade.

However, for an engagement ring for the woman he loved, Xan was willing to compromise his facade and his ethics. He would have to tell her everything, eventually.

Indeed, marrying Natasha was going to cause all sorts of conflicts. She was American, of English descent, and a Protestant.

Oh, the scandal.

Xan smiled. No one cared these days except, perhaps, his mother, who probably wouldn’t rouse herself to interfere. His father had died a few years before, unusually young at sixty-five, and so would not have an opinion.

He caught a glance at himself in the hotel room’s unframed mirror and frowned. He had been growing out his hair for a year now, as befitted a rock musician, and it hung just past his shoulders. The shaggy mess was naturally medium brown with a mild wave, just medium brown, and neither curled nor straight, and altogether less than distinctive. His deep brown eyes seemed too dark for his hair, like he was trying to lighten his hair but had not fully committed.

He would have to engage a stylist at some point. Currently, however, touring and keeping up his relationship with Natasha consumed all his time.

Xan picked up his cell phone. “Call Natasha.”

The phone dialed.

She answered, and just hearing her say, “Hello? Xan?” in that lilting soprano made his blood rush.

“Natasha,” he said, savoring her smooth-edged name in his mouth. He didn’t bother to reduce his upper-class British accent when he spoke, though he sang with a California-American inflection. “A few clubs have cancelled this week. I have two glorious days off. We can have a night together. Shall we meet?”

“When?”

Her rather extreme enthusiasm was uncommon. “Starting tomorrow.”

He considered how he had said that: Staht-ing too-more-row. Perhaps his British accent was a tad heavy, even for mere conversation. Maybe too posh. Would a more working-class accent be better received?

Everything about him was a choice, a decision. How would his accent play with the masses if Killer Valentine broke out?

When Killer Valentine broke out, he corrected himself. It was only a matter of hard work and connections.

“Starting tomorrow?” Natasha asked. “Seriously? So you’re free Wednesday night?”

Her desperation was disconcerting, but he couldn’t deny that it was gratifying. “Why, yes. I could be available tomorrow night.”

“Oh, my God, Xan. You’ve saved my life.”

“Pleased to be of service. How, exactly, have I committed this act of chivalry?” He knew that she liked it when he was courtly.

“Kieran has the flu. That idiot didn’t get his flu shot, even though we’re in halls with thousands of people for orchestra performances and in rooms with hundreds or so most other days of the week. Someone coughed, and now he’s deathly ill. I’m not exaggerating. He should be in the damn hospital.”

He held the ring aloft, feeling the green in his chest. “Quite. Who’s Kieran, again?”

“Our first violinist for the L.A. Philharmonic, but we have a string quartet recital on Wednesday for a charity thing. Some hospital. Kids with cancer. You still play, right?”

Xan glanced at his guitar case, which was unusually thick and well-constructed for just a guitar. Luckily, he had replaced his violin strings just a few days ago, and they were nearly played in. They would be in excellent shape for Wednesday. “Of course.”

“Get your Euro-butt on a plane and get out here. I need you.”

He smiled. “As you wish, Natasha.”

“I know what you’re doing there. We watched The Princess Bride together. Cut it out.”

“The recital is in Los Angeles?”

“Yeah. I’ll get you a hotel.”

“Don’t trouble yourself. I’ll make arrangements.”

They would end up there afterward, in any case. He wanted that night to be special, too.

Using one long finger, deeply calloused on the tip from years of pressing on steel guitar strings and two decades of playing the metal and gut strings of a violin, Xan snapped the ring box shut.

















Can't Find Tryp







Xan rummaged around in the tour bus, a glorified RV with the back bedroom stripped out and built in with curtained bunk beds, searching for his formal garment bag from the longer-term storage under the couches of the banquette.

From the front of the bus, the band manager Jonas called, “Tryp? Is that you?”

“No.” Xan stood. “You can’t find Tryp?”

“Again,” Jonas said. His light brown hair was cut close to his head, far too conservative for a rock band manager. Xan felt an irascible need to roughen him up a little. Perhaps they should convince him to get another tattoo.

Xan said, “He’ll come back. He’s got three days. Are Rade and Grayson gone, too?”

“They’re in their rooms, sleeping it off.”

“They left him out there?”

“Looks like.” Jonas sighed. “I swear I’m going to put tracking apps on their phones.”

Xan raised the lid of the other side of the breakfast booth and poked around under the extra drum heads and an enormous box of drum sticks that Tryp must have stowed in there. “He’ll show up. He’s a nineteen-year-old kid with far too much money, a gold album, and access to all the drugs, liquor, and women he could dream of. He’ll be fine.”

“I hate it when you do that, Xan.” Jonas drummed his fingers on the rail with a staggering stutter that succinctly explained why he was in management and not a musician.

Xan shrugged. “We’ll just have to find another drummer who’s an ambidextrous freak and has the internal metronome of an atomic clock.”

“You’re still doing it.”

He grinned. “I know.”

The closet? Xan hadn’t tried the closet. He abandoned the banquette to check.

“What’re you looking for?” Jonas asked.

“My white tie tuxedo.”

Jonas’s pale green eyes pinched. “What do you need that for?”

“I have a recital for my fallback career.”

“You guys need these couple of days to rehearse. I have a hall all set up.”

Xan tapped the ring box in his jeans front pocket. “The Terrible Threesome are going to spend the whole time wasted, anyway. I’m going to spend some quality time with Natasha.”

Jonas rolled his eyes. “You visited her in April. She never meets the tour to visit you.”

“Her career is very demanding, but I intend to change all that. I plan to never have to take time away to meet her again.” Xan found a garment bag that had fallen to the floor of the closet, monogrammed AV. He dragged open the zipper and found, indeed, his white tie and tails tuxedo. The smell of stale fabric wafted from the bag, the violet-yellow scent dragging down the back of his neck like sandpaper. He could find a one-hour dry cleaner in Los Angeles.

“Are you breaking up with her?” Jonas asked.

“Not at all.”

“This band is too green to be taking women on the bus, Xan. We don’t have the space for stuff like that. And this isn’t even a proper tour bus.”

“She’s a musician. She’ll be an asset, not a hindrance.”

















Writer's Block







On the plane, while he flew high above the crumpled Rocky Mountains that made him homesick for good skiing, Xan pulled out his notebook and wrote.

The notebook had far too many blank pages in it. The band had recorded Killer Valentine’s first album, self-titled, about six months ago, and they had been touring in support of it ever since. Xan had written all the lyrics for the dozen tracks on that first endeavor, but he had written most of them in his four years at Juilliard.

Last week, Jonas had dropped the bomb that they needed eighteen songs to pick a dozen from for their next album, and they needed them in six months.

Xan’s notebook was far too empty. He had one song, perhaps, and some random ideas for hooks. Nothing felt remotely like a hit.

Six months.

No use letting all that paper go to waste.

He wrote: Natasha, we survived Juilliard together and in each other’s arms—

He drew lines through that drivel.

Natasha, even though you’re a cellist and I’m a violinist, we can make beautiful mus—

Xan scratched out that so hard that he tore the paper.

It was just like when he was trying to write lyrics. He was so caught up in the effort that the right words seemed inadequate and the only thing left was smarmy nonsense.

Natasha, there are some things that I haven’t told you about myself.

Wrong tack. She wouldn’t be delighted by his revelations, like some shallow women would be. She would demand to know why, after the two years of practically living together at Juilliard and a year of long-distance heart-to-heart talks, he had never mentioned that his name wasn’t actually Xan or Valentine. Not precisely.

Yes, all that would certainly keep until later.

Maybe until the ceremony.

The marriage ceremony would all be in French, anyway, whether they married in France or Monaco. Natasha spoke Italian and Mandarin, not French. He might not have to divulge it for years.

Then he could just slip it in on their fifth wedding anniversary, after a child or two.

Some of the wedding guests might provoke questions, however.

Xan was getting ahead of himself. He returned to writing the proposal. A moment of nerves scuttled through him, but he shook it off.

His pen moved on the paper, almost of its own volition.

Natasha, I love you. I love you like my heart will break if you say no, and I will be broken forever.

What utter rubbish. He might as well throw that emerald ring out the window beside his first class seat on this jet and let it tumble, forever lost, into the snow on the Rocky Mountains below. Natasha would not be amused by such platitudes. Xan obliterated that with black ink.

The chemical solvents in the black ink irritated his nose with their bright brown fumes and a pitch like a quarter-tone below an E-flat.

Natasha, I will give up ephemeral, contemporary music and return to the ironclad beauty of classical. I will take up my violin again and lay down my guitar and my ambition to create verse and music of my own that could live on in people’s hearts. We will play Mozart, Beethoven, and Schubert together forever.

He drew one precise black line through all that, because as he wrote it, he felt his heart skip beats like he was dying.

















Natasha







Xan and Natasha had perfected this.

At the airport, as Xan exited past the security checkpoint with his guitar case and garment bag slung over his shoulders, he texted Natasha to tell her he had arrived.

As arranged, she met him at the far end of the pick-up lane, and her lithe body bent as she opened the trunk of her black car, as black as a musician’s formal performance wear. Xan set his guitar case and garment bag inside the Lexus and slammed it, and she pressed her entire body, toes and knees all the way up to her breasts and shoulders, against him for a hard, deep kiss. Her long, black dress swirled around them. She always wore full skirts, so she could reach for her cello to settle it between her legs and play at a moment’s notice, and most of her wardrobe seemed to be casual imitations of concert formals.

As always, as their mouths met and her warm lips touched his, he reached into her black hair, as light as silken yarn, and caressed the soft skin of her arm, sliding his hand around to the small of her back and breathing in that sweet jasmine scent of her perfume, a sugary blue confection that mixed with the taste of her in his mouth.

She kissed him back, just as hungry as he was. It had been almost two months since they had been able to meet, which was far, far too long.

But right away, as always, they were in perfect harmony.

















Rehearsal







Xan watched the freeways of Los Angeles, snarls of charcoal ribbons that the autos all seemed to navigate without error, while Natasha drove them to somewhere they could rehearse.

She drove up to the Walt Disney Concert Hall, a building that looked like a wave of liquid stainless steel had splashed against a rock and shined in Xan’s eyes like a high soprano thrill, and down into the parking garage under it.

She said, “Since I’m with the L.A. Phil, I have keys to the rehearsal rooms.”

“Excellent,” he said. They carried their cases up the elevator and through the unfinished cement back halls. Xan had learned years ago that asking to carry Natasha’s cello case would be met with laser-glare silence, while insisting on carrying it was an efficient way to start a month-long fight.

In the silent rehearsal hall, a concert grand piano hulked in one corner like a lacquered black sailboat with an ebony sail. Two piano benches lined up behind it.

Though four music stands stood in the middle of the room, there were no chairs.

“Shit,” muttered Natasha. “Someone stole all the damn chairs again.”

“We can use the piano benches. I never lean back anyway.”

“Okay, fine. Let’s work for a couple hours, anyway. You’ll be fine. I promise that I’ll get you up to par.” She found the sheet music in her cello case and handed it to him.

He cleared his throat to dispel the annoyance. She had no way of knowing that he practiced daily for hours, usually by sneaking out to the tour’s RV and playing in the complete darkness so he could see the colors better. “As you wish.”

“Oh, my God. Seriously, stop it. A couple times through, and you’ll be up to speed.” She extended the endpin on the base of her cello and spun the cello in her hand like she was a jazz musician.

Xan tried not to be insulted as he arranged the sheet music on the stand that she thought he needed to be brought up to speed, especially for such a terribly common piece as String Quartet Number 19 in C Major, K. 465 by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, nicknamed “Dissonance.”

He had performed it dozens of times, starting when he was twelve.

He could play the first violin’s part in his sleep, and considering his schedule at Juilliard, he probably had.

He could play “Dissonance” better than most pianists could plink out “Heart and Soul.”

The colors in it were incredible. Xan couldn’t ever forget them.

All this, he didn’t say. Natasha wouldn’t be impressed. He needed to prove it.

So he would.

They set two piano benches beside and cheated toward each other so they could check in during the piece.

Xan reached out and trailed his fingers down her arm. She didn’t move away. If anything, she leaned into his hand.

He stepped closer, running both his hands down her arms, but she backed up, sat on the bench, and nudged him aside her cello. “I can’t get my instrument between my legs with you in the way.”

“As the actress said to the bishop.” He grinned.

She laughed, but said, “Come on. Let’s get on with this.”

Again, he could have said his line, but he refrained.

Xan opened his guitar case and felt a tug toward the acoustic guitar inside. He hadn’t worked on his guitar yet today. He would have to find time later. Inside the thick foam-lined lid, he popped a snap, revealing a cavity carved out for his violin. The only people who usually saw it were airline security personnel manning an X-ray scanner.

He positioned his violin under the left side of his jaw. The chinrest felt right under his jaw, comfortable, and it locked into place like an extension of himself.

He hated it.

For Natasha, her strong fingers already running up and down the neck of her cello as she warmed up, her other arm working the long bow across the strings to drive the music out of the instrument, Xan would perform with the violin.

God, she was beautiful, sitting there with her cello, the full skirt of her black dress allowing her to play that gorgeous instrument with an hourglass shape reminiscent of her own.

“Dissonance” was about a half an hour long and in four movements. Natasha set a nice pace, and they sawed through it without the second violin and viola that were supposed to provide the middle timbres.

Xan tried not to look smug that he hadn’t dropped a note.

“Pretty good,” Natasha said. “Once more time through?”

“Of course.” Xan had no intention of playing the piece all the way through.

They began as usual, with Natasha playing the drumbeat of quiet, ominous, dark blue C’s on her cello. Xan waited the few beats where the viola and second violin should have joined in with notes that completed a melancholy C-minor chord, and he drew a bright A out of his violin, which sounded so bare without the other instruments and amplified the dissonance at his sixth above Natasha’s notes. The colors clashed behind his closed eyes in a way that Mozart probably never intended, but it amused Xan. The few bars of dissonance resolved into a joyous splash of a C-major chord.

He played for about fifteen minutes, through the first two movements, and then let his notes play lighter, and lighter, until he set down his violin.

Natasha didn’t glance at him, supposedly absorbed in her own music.

Xan straddled her bench behind her, pressing his body against her back.

Natasha concentrated on her music as if he wasn’t there.

The third time was the charm, some said. Maybe this time, he could get her to drop her bow.

He rubbed his palms down her legs, which were braced wide on either side of the cello, the thick fabric of her dress rough on his hands. He flipped her skirt up to get underneath and slid his hands over her thighs. When he drew his hands around to her ass, at first he thought she wasn’t wearing underwear, but the thin elastic of a thong caught on his thumb.

Her legs quivered just little in his hands. He was getting to her already. Xan smiled.

He took his time, caressing her strong back and pinched waist through her clothes, enjoying the feel of her buttery skin, while he breathed on the back of her neck, bared by the wide neckline of her dress that stretched almost all the way to the points of her shoulders, letting his breath roll down her spine. That sugary blue pastry of her perfume plus her feminine scent made his mouth water.

When his hands came around to cup her breasts, she leaned back against him and rested her head back on his shoulder, still playing her cello. Her fingers crawled up the neck of the instrument, and she drew the bow across the strings below without looking. It was impressive, as impressive as the first time he had tried this.

He circled her breasts, running his thumbs across the peaks until he felt them harden under her dress. Her breathing roughened, but her playing never faltered.

Xan dove his hand down her ribs and stomach, feeling all those womanly curves that turned him on when he just thought about her. Her skirt was in the way, that long skirt, and he fought, flipping the fabric, to get his hand under it and then slide his fingers into her panties. She was already slick inside, and he drew the wetness out of her, slipping over her skin.

She arched her back, her round bum rubbing against him through his pants and driving herself down on his hand, and she gasped. The notes thrummed out of her cello without missing a beat.

At the end of the trio and thus the third movement, she moved on to the fourth. Just a few minutes left.

Xan unzipped his fly, rolled on a condom that he had pocketed just in case, and pressed between her shoulder blades, rolling her forward. He lifted her hips, moved forward, held her thong aside, and settled her over himself. He slid into her, feeling her warmth around himself, and stroked into her.

She whimpered but kept playing. Xan wrapped one arm around her waist and drew her back to lie against him.

He moved in her, gently. One had to play fair in this game. Jerking her around to make her drop the bow would be unfair. He reached under her skirt again and circled his fingers around her clit, feeling her tighten on him.

His fingers moved in time to her music, and her playing didn’t falter as he thrust slowly into her. It had been two months since the last time he’d had her, and he was famished for her, so he couldn’t last.

The music was coming to its crescendo, too.

She played the last few bars, sawing the bow across the strings of the cello, as Xan thrummed his fingers on her clit and bit down on the back of her neck, and her hips jerked forward as she cried out. One more thrust inside her soft body, and he came, too, panting against her back.

She dragged the last few notes out of the cello, a little more tremulous than was usual as she breathed hard, staring at the ceiling. Her body shook in his arms, the aftershocks still running through her.

Someday, someday, he swore to all that was holy, he was going to make her drop that damn bow.

















Performance







Xan wore his white tie and tails tuxedo, bowed politely to the group of about three hundred guests assembled in the ballroom of a mansion overlooking the mountains above Los Angeles, and sat down to play.

Before the recital, Natasha had insisted (to the second violinist’s great annoyance) that they should keep all their parts the same and only replace Kieran with Xan as first violin, not reshuffle everyone.

Their rehearsal that afternoon seemed to have convinced her that he could play the music, or convinced her of something, anyway.

Xan managed every note impeccably for the first half, but during the third movement, the Menuetto, an exuberant minuet, Xan glanced over at Natasha, who held the body of her cello between her knees while she played. As she caught his eye, she subtly arched her back and clenched her thighs around the instrument.

Xan almost dropped his violin, and he returned to concentrating on the sheet music, because as his blood rushed through his body, he was in imminent danger of being subjected to one of the most embarrassing things that can happen to male musician onstage. While playing the violin, he couldn’t even cross his legs. His feet needed to be balanced on the floor to play properly.

After a few bars, he regained his composure, and he assured himself that it was probably only because he had been surprised.

He looked back at Natasha and met her sultry, dark eyes. He ground his chin into the chinrest of his violin and watched her dusky cheeks turn rosy.

This time, she averted her eyes and watched her sheet music. Her neck bowed as she played her cello, baring the nape of her neck where he liked to bite when he was behind her.

Now he was doing it to himself. He turned back to his music and followed the notes, even though he didn’t really need to look. He knew the music, and his fingers made the music he heard in his head.

Natasha caught his eye again, and the sparkle in her dark eyes was meant for him as her fingers slid up and down the long, thick neck of her cello.

Xan sucked in cool air, trying to calm the wild energy spiraling through his body already. He leaned upstage, toward the second violinist, raising his outside leg to conceal his fly. The ring box in his pants pocket poked him.

They had to stop.

They were up there on the dais, eye-fucking, while several hundred people surrounded them, all in chairs, facing them.

Xan glanced over the crowd.

Many audience members were staring at their programs in their hands, waiting for the string quartet to be over so they could go home, having both donated to charity and appreciated the arts enough for one day.

Some were sporting that glazed expression that chamber music can inspire in the elderly or uneducated.

A few had closed their eyes and the expression on their rapt expressions on their faces suggested they were either fellow syntesthetes and the colors flashing through their minds would alert them instantly if Xan dropped a single note or, statistically more likely, they were dead drunk. The wine had been rather good and plentiful for a charity event.

In the back row, one gray-haired man had thrown back his head, and his much younger date seated beside him was bobbing rhythmically while she stared straight ahead, listening to the music.

Xan was rather offended, not by the guy getting a hand job in the back row, but by everyone falling asleep to his music. He was a twenty-three year old rock star. He wanted this crowd on their feet and dancing, he wanted their hearts thumping and their fists in the air, and he couldn’t do that with a damn violin latched onto his face.

Xan turned back to Natasha.

She lowered her dark eyes, lashes brushing her cheeks, and watched her music.

He could have put the ring inside her cello, or in her case, if he had had the chance. She could have found it, and then he could have gotten down on one knee and dredged up the perfect words to say, and it could have been beautiful.

Damn it. He had missed that chance. Time was growing short. His plane to rejoin the tour left the next morning.

















Frosting Shots







After the charity performance, Natasha drove Xan to her new-favorite dessert place called Frosting Shots. From the bright counter, they bought three thin slices of undecorated cake—yellow butter, blue velvet, and flourless chocolate—plus half a dozen shot glasses piped full of buttercreams and whipped ganaches to share. Xan loosened his white bow tie at his throat so he could swallow, the ends flapping on his chest, and flipped the coat tails behind him while he perched on the small cafe chair.

They sat together, scooping their forks into the frosting shots and picking at the slices of cake, their feet entwined beneath the table and covered by Natasha’s voluminous skirt. Her stout cello case leaned against the wall next to Xan’s guitar case because they were in downtown Los Angeles. You don’t leave stuff in cars in downtown L.A. that you would like to see again. Her cello and Xan’s violin each would cost more than half the houses in L.A. to replace, if it were possible to replace those fine, old, Italian instruments.

Xan slid his fork into the dark chocolate cake, so dark the the bitterness of the chocolate made his mind sing deep bass notes, and the overhead lights glinted on the silken ganache.

Again, he could have hidden the ring in the cake or a frosting cup, if he had thought about it and had some advance notice.

However, getting mud-like ganache out of the prongs around those diamonds and that emerald would have been impossible. Proposing with a sticky, dirty ring and then immediately sending it off to Paris to be cleaned would have been ridiculous.

It was better this way. Less fanfare. More heart. He slid his hand into his pocket and grasped the black velvet box.

Natasha slid a bite of blue velvet cake between her luscious lips and sipped her wine. “So, you want to come back to my place?”

“Or you can come back to mine. I splurged and rented a bungalow at the Pink Palace.”

Natasha smiled, but concern showed in her lovely eyes. “The Beverly Hills Hotel a lot of splurge, Xan. Playing rock music at small clubs can’t be that good to you.”

He smiled, contemplating their first night together while engaged. “You’re worth it.”

“We went to conservatory together, buddy. You don’t have to do this.”

“Just for tonight.”

She set down her fork and reached across the table to hold his hand. He flipped his hand over to take her muscular fingers in his, running his fingers over the musicians’ calluses on the tips of her fingers, below her blunt, trimmed-back fingernails. She said, “I’d like that.”

“It doesn’t have to just be tonight.” He leaned over the cake, still holding her hand in his right and grasping the velvet box in his pocket with his other hand, and he watched for her reaction. “Come on tour with me for the summer.”

Her blink, startled and pained, cut him. “Oh, God, Xan. I can’t. I’ve meaning to talk to you about something.”

Xan let one eyebrow dip in a mildly quizzical reaction, not letting her see that his whole body had broken a cold sweat. He had a tendency to wear his heart on his sleeve, but he had gone to boarding school in Switzerland from the time he was five years old through high school. He could snap himself closed when he needed to. “About what?”

“I’m going to be traveling a lot as first chair, and I’ve gotten an opportunity to play with the China National Symphony Orchestra this summer. I’m going to be gone for three months. The L.A. Phil released me for the summer season.”

“I’ll wait. You can come on tour with me after that.”

She asked, “And give up first chair for what? Are you going to write a cello part in—what’s that song of yours—‘Nine Levels of Tortured Souls?’”

“Actually, a string quartet in that one would sound pretty damn cool.”

“But then the season here runs Fall through June. Music is my life, Xan.”

He sat back in the chair, still holding her hand. “Just music?”

“I’m a nun, Xan. I’m a high priestess of music and its Vestal Virgin. When we signed on the dotted line for Juilliard, we signed our marriage licenses.”

Xan slid his hand out of his pocket, leaving the ring box inside. “We can go on as we are, respecting one another’s art and commitment.”

“Music is a bitch mistress. It takes everything that I have, every speck of energy and time. People look at me and assume that I got here because I’m a token or something, but the very first time we had blind auditions, I moved up to first chair. I’m in there every day, fighting as hard as I can, and I’m good at it.”

“Of course you are. You don’t get a full scholarship to Juilliard and first chair at the L.A. Phil if you’re not excellent.”

“It’s still so hard, but I can be the Misty Copeland for music, I think. Maybe I can break out and make it cool to be a classical musician again.”

“She is a genius. She also has excellent PR.” Xan had been learning a hell of a lot about public relations and publicity from Jonas. “She also lives with her boyfriend.”

“But she’s already at the top of her career. I’m still fighting. I’ve got a long way to go. So do you.”

Xan nodded, conceding that point. Killer Valentine was playing small clubs and, to be perfectly honest, despite the brilliance of each member, hadn’t quite gelled into a cohesive band yet.

“This is tying us down. We shouldn’t string each other along, and we’re both doing it. We’ve got to face facts, and the fact is that our first love is music. If we reserve this for each other,” she shook his fingertips, still wrapped around hers, “then we’re not dedicated to art. We have to let this go, Xan. It’s not possible to be in love with two things at once, to be so divided. We shouldn’t live in this fantasy anymore. We don’t live in Never-Never Land.”

His heart vibrated like a harsh, minor chord had been struck inside. “Did you meet someone?”

“No. There’s no one else but the music, but meeting like this is killing both our careers. You can’t tell me that your first priority should have been flying here to visit me tonight.”

Xan broke eye contact because he couldn’t stare into her deep, dark eyes any longer. His guitar case leaned against the wall beside him like a dark shadow that followed him everywhere. “Cadell is going to be pissed at me for skyving out.”

“Right now, I should be at Hannah’s house with her, working on that second movement for a couple of hours. She’s shaky, and I had a responsibility to her to help her.”

“The viola is always the weakest link, anyway.”

“The weakest link breaks the chain,” she insisted.

He nodded. “Several members of Killer Valentine are beginning a downward spiral into substance abuse. If they weren’t geniuses at their art, they would have brought us all down by now.”

“Killer Valentine? Is that the name of your band?”

He nodded.

“Catchy.” Her tone almost didn’t sound like mockery.

“It doesn’t have the same panache as The L.A. Philharmonic or The Valentine String Quartet, but it serves its purpose.”

“You were gorgeous tonight, Xan.” Her bare toes stroked his ankle under the table. “There could be a Valentine String Quartet,” as string quartets were often named after the first violinist, “or I could get you an audition with the L.A. Phil, if you wanted to stay here. I can tell you right now that you’d be in the first row, and within a year of being back on your instrument, you’d be first chair.”

He appreciated her last-ditch effort to save their relationship. “That’s not me, anymore. It never really was.”

“At Juilliard, it was.”

He shook his head, and his hair, growing out just past his chin, swished around his jaw. “No. It wasn’t. I was trying to break away from the classical track even then, desperately. I just didn’t know it yet.”

“No one gets into Juilliard for violin without a serious commitment to music. Your playing was incredible.”

“They took me for violin, but I was just trying to get out of Europe.”

“Ah,” she said. “Your mother?”

“No,” he said. “Composers. Conductors. Other violinists. The pressure was enormous. Juilliard scouted me, and I jumped at the chance to leave.”

“Even though it was for violin.”

“I couldn’t do anything else at the time. I took the core violin track and everything else that would have me: guitar, voice, composition, even theater.”

“You could have just stopped playing it.”

“The violin is like heroin. It calls me back even when it’s destroying me.”

“You never told me this,” she said, confusion in her voice.

He knew that his sadness was showing through his smile, but sometimes, he could not entirely snap off his emotions. “I thought you wouldn’t understand.”

She drew a sharp breath, but the sympathy in her eyes told him that she knew it wasn’t meant to be a blow, merely a statement of truth. “I guess you’re right. Maybe I shouldn’t come over tonight.”

“Do you want to?”

She hesitated far too long. If she didn’t want to, she would have said so.

“Then come,” he said. “One last night. A memory, a moment to reconcile, for both of us. A coda for our symphony.”

“You aren’t mad?”

His heart clenched. “I can’t be angry with you for being right.”

















One Last Night







It was nearly midnight, and checking into the hotel took Xan a few minutes. Natasha kept fidgeting with her purse in the wide, pink lobby of The Beverly Hills Hotel, unchanged since the Art Deco days, because she was probably anxious about leaving their instruments in her car. They drove around to the bungalow, which was the size of a decent house, and stowed their instruments in the living room. The number 4 on the door left a yellow afterimage in Xan’s mind.

As Xan turned from securing his guitar case, once again feeling the guilt for his slacking on practicing the guitar that day, and Natasha flung herself into his arms, kissing him.

That was one way to avoid any more conversation that would certainly end in hurt feelings. It was for the best, and this night could be for the best, too.

Xan slid his arm around her and opened his lips against hers. The tip of her tongue touched his, warm and wet, and he stroked her tongue with his, trying to be gentle where she seemed desperate.

Her hands on the back of his neck kept him bent to her, and he walked her backward a few steps before he decided to hell with it, it was worth the risk, and he lifted her in his arms.

This time, she let him carry her to the bedroom, and he kicked the door out of the way before he laid her on the bed, curtained by gold drapes at the corners.

She kissed the callus that the violin had left under his jaw. Even though he cushioned his violin’s chinrest with a cotton pad while he practiced, he still had a violin hickey.

He stripped her clothes off and his own tux jacket and shirts, watching her as she lay naked on the bed in the searing lamplight. Her body was all soft lines and curves against the white sheets, strong in her shoulders and arms from playing and carrying her cello.

He left the lights on, and she didn’t say anything.

These several transgressions elated him. There were a few more that he craved, and perhaps, tonight, he could finally have them.

He crawled above her, cradling her in his arms and kissing down her neck, and mouthed her breasts until she was panting while he tongued them to hard peaks in his mouth.

Then, he kissed lower.

Her breathing changed under his mouth on her stomach, from rough with passion to a catch as she realized where he was going, but she didn’t stop him.

He nipped and licked her stomach below her navel until he reached her folds, and he spread her thighs wider.

She didn’t protest.

He could have anything he wanted tonight.

Anything except her, tomorrow.

He kept his tongue and his lips gentle on her, tasting the sweetness of her juices and flesh—a tawny orangeness and hint of velvet on his palms—and stroking her to greater heights, until she writhed under his hands and his mouth, crying out, “Please! Xan!”

Like music to his ears.

He wracked her with his mouth, driving her over the edge of her orgasm until she clawed at the bedcovers and pulled away, nearly sobbing.

This loss of control must be destroying her, and it was only the beginning. Sex with Natasha had always been fun, sometimes a little kinky, but her limits always kept him at an arm’s length. Tonight, he was going to have her, body and soul.

He wiped his face on the sheets and slid off the end of the bed, pulling off his pants and the rest, finding the condom packet in his pocket, and then he crawled up her body, feeling her satin skin against his body.

Under him, she was still shaking from the intensity of her climax, and he gathered her close to him. He dipped his knee between her legs. She whimpered from having to part her legs too soon, and he drove himself inside her swollen flesh.

Her body arched against him as he slipped inside her, and he stopped. If he rammed into her now and took his pleasure, it would hurt her, and while a distant, hurting part of him wanted to rip her apart until she felt the pain that he did, Xan held back. He kissed her, holding himself buried inside her body, and said, “Open your eyes.”

Her eyelids fluttered, and her deep, dark eyes begged him not to do this. “Xan—”

“One time,” he said, and holding her eyes with his, began to slowly move inside her.

She gasped, not a breath of pain, but of terror. “I can’t—”

“You can,” he said, and he pressed himself into her. He laid himself on her, letting his weight subdue her as much as he penetrated her with his body and his gaze and his breath on her lips.

She opened her eyes, and Xan could see himself reflected in their dark shine.

After only a few strokes that pressed against her clit and inside her, he felt her core tightening again. Her eyes glazed as she started to turn inward, feeling the pleasure that he was winding up inside her, but he whispered, “Natasha, look at me.”

Her eyes focused on him as much as she was able, a mist of passion covering her sharpness.

He felt the moment that she opened to him, when she surrendered to his body and gave up her control to him.

His movements were as graceful as the music they heard in their heads, and he lifted her to another peak, until no matter how he coaxed her to open her eyes, her eyes fluttered closed and she cried out again, wrapping her arms and legs around his back.

Xan bowed his head to kiss her shoulder and thrust up into her, releasing himself. His climax shuddered through his body, and his arms tightened around her.

When it receded, he kissed her neck, and she was still trembling in his arms.

Near the sensitive skin of his ear, she whispered, “Xan—”

He pushed himself up to his elbows to look into her eyes one last time. “I love you,” he whispered. “I always will.”

And there was the final taboo, the one that he had never dared cross before.

Tears filled her eyes, shivering crystals on her lower eyelids. Her breath caught in her throat like she couldn’t speak. “Oh, Xan.”

“I know,” he said, brushing the tears off her cheeks.

“I do, and this is tearing me up.”

“But you’re right. It’s the only way.”

She nodded and pulled him down to her, holding him, stroking his hair and his back, and they had broken that barrier, too.

















Closure







About five in the morning, even though Natasha was still asleep and so warm in his bed, and yes, that was the first time she had slept in a bed with him all night, Xan lifted the covers, pulled on his pants from the floor, and snagged his guitar case on his way out the front door. He sat on the front step, making sure the door was closed behind him, and he leaned against a porch pillar to limber up his fingers on the fretboard of the guitar, barely strumming the strings.

He practiced arpeggios and glissandos, his fingers slipping faster as the small muscles in his hands warmed and stretched.

When he closed his eyes, ribbons of color unfurled behind his eyes with the music. When the notes were right, the colors harmonized. A wrong note was a violent red splotch against a watercolor swirl of cool blues and violets.

A song took shape in his hands, a melody he was working on but hadn’t found the words for yet.

Time, he just needed time. It would come.

Hopefully soon. Jonas needed those songs in six months.

Xan finished playing the song, and the color streams swam away. His eyes had adjusted to the dark some time ago, but with the music running through his vision, he hadn’t noticed Natasha’s slim shadow leaning against the doorframe.

He said, “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“That was beautiful.” She closed the door behind her and sat down on the step with him. “Play something else for me.”

Xan played a song from their first album, “Follow Me to the Light,” his fingers plucking the melody and chords from the steel strings, though he didn’t sing.

By the time he finished, she was snuggled against his back, her long arms twined around his waist. “I heard Stravinsky’s Orpheus in there.”

He cleared his throat, because his muscles there had grown tight. “I used it as a theme.”

“What other songs have you written?”

He played his repertoire for her, all the songs off their first album and anything else he could remember, and she rubbed her cheek against his spine, asking for more.

Eventually, the sun rose, shining pale pink streams through the darkness, and it was time for Xan to pack to rejoin the tour.

















Alwaysland







Xan stepped out of Natasha’s black car at the airport, and he kissed her goodbye with a long, deep kiss, her body pressed against his from their knees to their shoulders, her presence a prism in his mind, perfect as always.

This time, he rested his forehead against hers for just a moment, holding her to him, loath to let her go, but he had to. He had a flight booked to take him back to the tour. She had orchestra rehearsal in an hour. Exhaust from the cars zooming through the kiss-and-fly swirled around them, and horns blared like trumpets on a battlefield.

“Goodbye,” he whispered.

Natasha’s arms slid down his shoulders to his chest. “Goodbye, Xan.”

For another minute, he held her before he had to turn away.

He took his guitar case and garment bag from the trunk of her car and walked into the airport.

He made it through security in a daze, handed his guitar case and garment bag to the first class cabin staff, and made it to the wide leather seat before his legs gave out.

It hadn’t occurred to him that he might come back alone. Such an arrogant ass, he was. Something must be genetically wrong with him, that he hadn’t anticipated that possibility. He could blame his ancestors, maybe the crazy ones, maybe the ones too closely related, maybe the ones so arrogant that they had driven armies to conquer countries, or maybe the damn poets.

If Natasha were wrong, this would be easier. They had lived in Never-Never Land for too many years and built a cocoon of denial around themselves, but that fantasy could only end in pain.

Music is a bitch mistress, indeed, and he had pledged his soul to this particular jealous goddess years ago. He was trapped by it. He had always been trapped.

He needed to leave these childish infatuations behind him and pour his life blood into music. Yes, he was violently rent open, but an angry, purposeful freedom coursed through him because music was his first love, his whole life, and always had been.

Otherwise, he would in agony right now.

The melody that he had been working on in the early hours came back to him, flowing in cool, shadowy colors behind his eyes.

Her words, his words, fit themselves into the colors.

He opened his notebook, bypassing his earlier scratchings, and wrote:




Because while I live,

Because while I breathe,

Because while my heart beats in my body,

I will love you like we live

in Alwaysland.
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Xan Valentine walked down the steps of the tall tour bus into the early-morning dark, gathering his long hair behind his head and scanning the hotel parking lot. The bleached ends of his hair fluttered in the breeze at the fringes of his eyesight, and he cleared his throat. The clamping pain in his throat staggered him as those muscles flexed.

In the lonely night at the back of the hotel’s parking lot, a black sedan flashed its headlights twice. Fetid diesel exhaust from the growling tour bus stung his nose and throat, leaving a taste like asphalt in his mouth and a jangling tone between D and D-sharp ringing in his head.

The heavy garment bag he carried dragged on his shoulder. The monogram AV glinted in the parking lot’s lights, the white stitching bright against the black leather. He grabbed the handle of a large, abnormally thick guitar case with his other hand. Between his black velvet sleeve and the black guitar case, his pale hand floated in the darkness, ghostly, like a bad horror movie.

Jonas, the band’s manager, had walked down the steps behind Xan and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “It’s only a few small shows.”

Xan swallowed to moisten his throat and rasped out, “No such thing as a small show.”

The hoarseness in his own voice scoured his throat and drowned out his cultivated English accent, and he sounded more American than ever. Appalling.

“Yeah, there is such a thing as a small show, and the next three were small shows.” The sodium parking lot lamps made Jonas’s green eyes glow like a cat when Xan glanced sideways and down at him. Jonas said, “Rest your voice this weekend. Go find a cabin in the woods. Play your guitar, if you want. Read a book. Binge-watch movies. Don’t talk. Don’t shout. Don’t sing. Don’t make a damned sound until you have to warm up your throat for the show in Miami next week.”

“I could have done them all,” Xan grated out, forcing his voice. His throat felt like rocks were grinding his flesh in there. “We shouldn’t have cancelled them.”

“You’ll feel better in a few days,” Jonas said. “The whole East Coast leg will go better if you rest.”

Xan walked away, his frock coat costume billowing behind him as he strode over the asphalt and between the cars to the black sedan waiting in the back of the lot. The chrome handle chilled his hand when he grasped the back door’s latch.

He looked back. The tour bus, black and anonymous to confuse the fans who didn’t do their research, hulked under the lights, and the other members of Killer Valentine filed off and staggered into the hotel after the long drive from the last venue and the vicious shouting match on the bus.

Xan Valentine opened the car door, slid into the back seat, and disintegrated into a thousand dark fragments.

















Cyberstalking







Georgie




Saturday morning, after Georgie had practiced her piano for three hours in the dark, deserted music building and then had run twelve miles in under two hours and showered and was still panting but clean and cold, she lounged on the couch in the study room of her cozy college dorm room, engaging a little harmless cyberstalking.

The laptop resting on her knees showed a video of a beautiful blond woman, her bright green eyes snapping with happiness on her wedding day.

Georgie smiled at the image, wishing that somehow her own smile could be transmitted through the ether and that Flicka would feel her best wishes. These pictures were almost-real time, taken about an hour before, but Flicka was at her wedding reception at the Louvre in France, and Georgie was sitting on a stiff couch in a college dormitory room in the Southwestern U.S. while the morning desert sun beat through the old windows onto the political science, sociology, and pre-law-type textbooks stacked on her desk.

Six years had passed since Georgie had hugged Flicka good-bye at Boston’s Logan airport, when Flicka had flown back to her Swiss boarding school and Georgie had returned home to Connecticut, where in ten hours, overnight, her whole life had broken apart like a sinkhole had gaped under her and swallowed everything.

Georgiana Oelrichs had been destroyed in those few, terrible days. Georgie Johnson had arisen to take on her responsibilities and debts, and they were legion, in the long months and now years that followed.

Her cup of black coffee steamed beside her. The bitterness of dark-roasted brew lingered on her tongue and filled the room with a comfortable scent. She had a different life now, a smaller life, but it was good. Everything she wanted and needed was growing around her. Slowly, it was growing slowly, but she was creating her own salvation.

Someday, she would make amends to everyone.

Georgie—stronger now, harder now—could forgive the baffled teenage girl she had been, but older-wiser Georgie knew that she was the only one who would forgive that brainwashed little twit, so she stayed away, hid in the Southwest under a new name, and cyberstalked people who had been her friends, desperately hoping they were happy.

Flicka’s sparkling grin certainly looked happy as she caught the dark eye of her new husband, Pierre Grimaldi, Prince Pierre, the presumptive heir to the princely throne of Monaco.

Wow, the two of them were gorgeous together. They would probably make beautiful little prince and princess babies.

Flicka had married her prince, and Georgie smiled at her from thousands of miles away. When they had met, Flicka hadn’t mentioned to Georgie for two weeks that she was a princess, Her Serene Highness Friederike, Prinzessin von Hannover und Cumberland, et cetera, probably because they had been hanging out in the dorms and strolling the sun-drenched wildflower fields that smelled like lavender around the Tanglewood Music Center, so busy dishing about Chopin and Rachmaninoff and Bach and reminiscing about the radiant tones of great pianos they had played.

And learning. And playing their pianos. And learning more. And practicing. And studying. And living deep in music.

Music had been Georgie’s whole life back then, and Flicka’s whole life, and just seeing Flicka’s shining face on the laptop screen was enough to make Georgie’s fingers dance on the rough couch upholstery beside her leg.

Her fingers picked out Chopin, of course. They had both worshiped Chopin, though Georgie now tended to prefer Rachmaninoff.

Indeed, Georgie almost closed the laptop to go back to the music department to practice more, which she still did every day out of some deep-buried longing, when another couple behind Flicka and Pierre caught her eye.

Oh, God.

No, no.

In the dim light of the wedding reception, the young woman’s fiery auburn hair flowed around her shoulders, and the camera’s light flashed off the man’s bright blond hair and startling blue eyes.

Oh God, no.

Georgie swallowed down a sour taste on her tongue as her two worlds began to slam into each other like planets colliding.

If her college suitemate Rae Stone and their employer—whose real name she didn’t even know due to the unusual structure of the business—were at Flicka’s wedding, Murphy’s Fucking Law was about to kick Georgie’s ass.

Naive little Georgiana Oelrichs would have scurried away right then and hidden, changed her name again in shame, and cried herself to sleep.

Georgie Johnson swallowed hard and gripped the sides of the laptop, firming her courage, before she opened a text app on her phone.

She knew that Rae was in Paris, and Rae had texted from her phone’s new number so Georgie could get in touch with her if anything went wrong.

This sure as Hell counted as something going terribly, horribly wrong.

Georgie slid her thumb over the screen, texting, Did I just see you on TV at that freaking royal wedding in Paris?!?!?!? W/ The Dom? WTF?!?!?!?!?

A small part of her deeply believed that Rae would text back that she didn’t know what Georgie was talking about, even though that woman in the picture was definitely Rae, and Rae was in Paris at that very moment.

Her phone buzzed in her hand.

Rae: U have passport?

That wasn’t an answer. There was nothing to be panicking about yet.

Georgie swiped through the wedding pictures on the laptop, looking for more.

She found more.

Lots more.

Rae smiled in all of them, sometimes a slightly terrified smile, sometimes a real laugh when she looked at the blond man beside her.

The blond man wore his usual closed expression, somewhat serene, somewhat cold in his dark blue eyes.

Her skin prickled with chill. Georgie set the laptop aside, held her phone more firmly, and walked to the bedroom, shutting the door behind herself so that no one walking on the sidewalk outside could see how pale she was through the windows.

Rae had asked about a passport.

Georgie sat on her twin bed and typed with shaking fingers, Yah.

And she waited, hoping that Rae wouldn’t say that she was at Flicka’s wedding but afraid to ask again. She stared at the framed prints on the walls, not really seeing the pastels, wanting to crawl under the bed and stay there.

On the other side of the door, in the study room area, a door-slam echoed, and a woman’s voice rang out, “Georgie!”

That raspy little shout sounded like Lizzy, her roommate.

Georgie prayed that Lizzy’s return meant something good, because otherwise she was going to shake the shit out of her. Lizzy had gotten herself involved with a creepy, creepy, creepy-ass Creepster McCreepakuddy, and that did not begin to convey the revulsion that Georgie had built up over the many years for Mannix fucking Bonfils. No matter what Georgie had told Lizzy, she wouldn’t even try to escape his creepy clutches.

Her phone buzzed her palm again.

Rae had texted, Throw some clothes in overnight bag. Get a cocktail dress or 2 from the DH. NOT SLUTTY. Plane tix will be at Lufthansa counter for 8PM flight tonight.

No way. No fucking way was she going to Paris and risk seeing Flicka and all those people.

She had to get out of this somehow.

In the back of her mind, Georgiana Oelrichs whispered, Run.

Georgie thumbed the phone. Have class next week.

Rae texted back, Will be home Monday morning.

Fuck.

“Georgie! Georgie!” the woman outside the door yelled.

Georgie stood and went to the study room. Dealing with Lizzy would give her some time to think. She opened the door. “Just a sec!”

She stole a glance at Lizzy, barely looking away from Rae’s texts on her phone. Thank God, Lizzy was wearing normal khaki pants and a blouse instead of that indecent, half-naked lingerie crap that Bonfils insisted that she wear everywhere to break her down yet some more, the creep.

Georgie said to her, “Tell me that you finally left Mannix fucking Bonfils.”

Lizzy ran across the tiny dorm room and flung herself onto Georgie, pushing her back against the door frame even though blond little Lizzy was an elf of a person and might weigh eighty pounds if her backpack was stuffed full of books. She would never get used to how demonstrative Lizzy was at the slightest provocation.

“Whoa, there,” Georgie said, blanking her screen and tucking it in her pocket. “Did you leave him?”

Lizzy nodded and burst into tears.

Georgie grabbed her more tightly. “Good God, Lizzy! What the fuck happened? Do we need to call the police?”

Lizzy shook her head while she slobbered on Georgie’s shirt, soaking the fabric and chilling her skin underneath. She kept repeating, “I’m okay. I’m okay.”

“You don’t look okay. What the hell happened?” Georgie wrapped her other arm around Lizzy’s shoulders and guided them both backward to the couch. She hoped Lizzy wouldn’t feel how she was quivering.

“I’m okay, but I fucked everything up,” Lizzy said.

This, Georgie could deal with. This was just another thing. “We’ll figure it out. The most important thing is that you’re back, now. We can get tutors to catch you up in your classes. I have some essays that we can edit for you to turn in if you need to. We’ll get you through this semester somehow.”

“That’s not it,” Lizzy sobbed on her front, her blond hair bobbing just below Georgie’s chin. Her hair smelled like her usual strawberry shampoo that filled their bathroom when she showered because she used handfuls of it on her short hair.

“Then what the hell is wrong? Your parents? I have all the phone numbers of the reporters who called. Most of them want you to tell your side of the story.” There was a lot going on in Lizzy’s life, and they would deal with all of it later, just as soon as Georgie stopped freaking and could figure it all out.

Lizzy ran her hand through her short hair and ended up pulling it straight up in tiny platinum spikes. “I’ve just fucked everything up.”

“If your version of fucking everything up involves getting away from Bonfils, then you didn’t fuck up. You finally got it right.”

“That’s not it. That’s partly it, but just because I did it stupidly and now he’s after me. Crap.”

“He’s after you?” Georgie glanced at her phone, but Rae hadn’t texted back yet. She dreaded it and was dying to know. “Yeah, I can see that happening.”

“And I screwed everything up with Theo and it feels like I ripped my own heart out.”

“At least you aren’t denying it. That’s a refreshing change.” Georgie typed Lizzy is here at dorm. Can’t leave her. on her phone to Rae.

There. Now she couldn’t go to fucking Paris.

Lizzy said, “And men were shooting at me. I’ve been shot at twice in the last week, and Theo thinks it’s this Santiago drug dealer guy but Mannix said that they were Russians, and shit! I forgot to tell Theo that I think it’s Russians, not his drug dealer.”

Russians?

Georgie looked up from her phone. “Why would Russians be shooting at you?”

“My dad was in the Russian mob, and I think they’re trying to force me to go back to Pajari Gym, and I don’t know!”

Oh, crap. Georgie was found. She was so found. Everything was crashing and burning around her.

She raised one eyebrow, trying to look unruffled and like she wasn’t panicking-stupid inside. “Do you really think your parents would put a contract out on you to scare you back to work for them? That seems illogical. If they kill you, you can’t work for them.”

“I don’t know! People shot at me! Twice!” Lizzy’s blue eyes rolled up in her head.

Georgie’s phone buzzed again, and Rae had texted, Will be tix for her, too. Get her butt on that plane b4 she gets stupid again.

Shit. If the Russian mob was after Lizzy, they would notice Georgie soon enough, too. She had to get out.

Paris might be far enough away, even if it meant Georgie had to hide in a hotel room for a couple days. Or she could just get Lizzy someplace safe—away from Russians who were shooting at her and Mannix fucking Bonfils—and then she could melt into the night in Europe.

She asked Lizzy, “Do you have a passport?”

“Do I have a fucking what?” Lizzy’s hands curled into grasping fists.

Georgie’s phone was hot in her hand from all her frantic texting. “A passport. If you think Bonfils is after you, let’s leave the country.”

“But, class! You have class on Monday!”

“We both have class on Monday, Lizzy. Evidently, we’ll be home Monday morning.”

Lizzy cried out, “What the hell is going on?”

Georgie pursed her lips. “While Rae didn’t actually say where she is, I know that she was in Paris a few hours ago, so I’m betting that she’s still somewhere in France.” She held the phone up. “Here is everything that I know.”

Lizzy squinted at the tiny screen, reading the texts, and frowned. “I’m not stupid.”

Georgie rolled her eyes. That was what Lizzy took away from this whole conversation? “Of course you’re not. Get your passport.”

“What’s going on?” Lizzy still looked scared.

Georgie sighed. “How am I supposed to know? Group Dom-date? Maybe that kinky fucker is into menage now.”

Lizzy held up her tiny, squirrel-paw hands. “I am so not down for that. Not now. Not ever.”

They had to leave now. If the Russian mob was coming, even if there was only a chance that it was one of the Russian bratvas, they had to get in a goddamn car and leave right the hell now. “So we’ll ask her when we get there. Get your damned passport and pack some clean underwear. If they’re buying last-minute plane tickets, we’re going to have to go through all kinds of ass-probe security before they’ll let us on that plane.”

“I don’t have any clothes here,” Lizzy protested.

Georgie pulled her to her feet and shoved her toward their bedroom a little. “So poach some of mine. We’ll just pin up the pants and waists. Let’s go.”

Lizzy ran into the other room.

Georgie held her head in her hands.

Rae was somewhere with Flicka. The Russian mob was here, hunting either Lizzy or herself. Everything was going to shit.

Georgie texted to Rae, her heart thumping hard the whole time: K. Wanna tell us WTF going on?

She waited, staring at the phone and praying the whole time. She was whipping through a rosary in her head when Rae texted back: Tell you when you get here. Secret!

Snarky little minx.

Georgie went to tell Lizzy to get a move on because they needed to snag some clothes at The Devilhouse and get the hell out of Dodge.
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Georgie drove her white Lexus down the long driveway to The Devilhouse, glancing at the wrought iron fence that contained the park-like waste area in the center of the long driveway. In the early spring, flowers bloomed in there, but now they were drooping and spent, their dying petals blowing in the hot spring breeze.

Lizzy cowered in the passenger seat, peeking out her car’s windows.

Damn, Bonfils had done a bang-up job of fucking up Lizzy’s head in just a few weeks. He was good at that, though. He was a goddamn natural.

Maybe getting her to Paris would help her break free of him.

But first, they needed to make a quick raid on The Devilhouse for clothes.

You would think, from its name and its business description, that The Devilhouse should look like a dark and glowering Gothic castle, someplace with nine levels of torment and subjugation, maybe with sunshades blocking out the sun and forcing a perpetual gloom so that bats flew twenty-four hours a day.

Instead, fluted Doric columns ringed the porch of the huge plantation-style house. Sunlight glared off the fresh white paint, nearly blinding anyone who came here during the day. At night, spotlights glowed on the pristine exterior and clean windows.

After all, a business devoted to satisfying more extreme appetites, especially sexual appetites, had to look respectable in all other appearances. She had heard that they paid their taxes early and in full.

Georgie had worked there for a few years and had eight regular clients. With paperwork and promo, she worked usually fifteen hours a week and had been making more than enough money for room, board, and tuition, plus socking fat stacks away for law school expenses, plus beginning to make restitution.

Her duties ranged from drinking games while watching baseball to high tea to cuddling during horror movies, with very little, occasionally, more. Her clients were all so grateful, so sweet, and so fragile.

The man who owned The Devilhouse, known only as The Dom, was none of these, and that was whom Rae was vacationing in Paris with. Georgie and The Dom respected each other’s emotional reserve, and to some extent, Georgie was more comfortable around him than around a lot of people because she knew that he wouldn’t ask prying questions that left her only the options of snapping back a sarcastic answer or lying, and he relaxed around her for the same reason.

She could not imagine why Rae and The Dom wanted her and Lizzy to go to Paris, but menage was not a stretch.

Georgie drove around to the back of the plantation house and parked in the employee’s parking lot, a perfectly safe lot with low walls around the perimeter and trees overhanging the walls, making those shaded spots prime parking real estate. With Lizzy cringing and trailing her, Georgie held her keycard above the card reader on the back door for an instant, sending prayers up to Mary that her card still worked, considering that she and everyone had been fired from The Devilhouse the week before, and she prayed that Mannix fucking Bonfils wasn’t inside there, waiting for them, watching them through the closed circuit cams as they walked in.

Sour bile rose in Georgie’s throat, and she swallowed it down and sliced her card through the reader.

The light flashed green, and a click of the lock opening echoed in the warm, spring air.

One thing had gone their way. Maybe it was a good omen.

She trotted through the office building-type hallways, nearly sprinting when Lizzy started yelling stuff to the black sphere-cameras embedded in the ceilings, and made her way through the ladies’ dressing and spa areas to the costume closet. Jasmine air freshener gave way to dust and leather conditioner fumes in the unfinished warehouse-type room where the dress racks stood in long rows.

Luckily, Georgie was a size four and five feet-eight, so she had lots and lots of dresses to choose from in the middle racks, in colors from sherbet to jewels to midnight.

Lizzy, poor thing, was down on one end, sorting through the shrimp-sized clothes.

Seriously, if Lizzy got any smaller, she was going to end up in a tree, baking cookies.

Georgie sneaked a peek at Lizzy with the practiced eye of the roommate of someone suspected of anorexia, and she did look smaller. Her arms, once defined with small muscles, looked thinner. She was wasting away.

Maybe Paris would take care of that, too. A memory of croissants rose in Georgie’s mind, just a brush of a childhood spent in luxury hotels in Europe and South America. At the George the Fifth Hotel, just off the Champs-Élysées in the heart of Paris, the staff had known her family by sight and had had croissants waiting for little Georgiana, no matter what time of day it was, and a double scotch for her mother, no matter what time of day it was. Georgie had called it the Georgie Vee when she was little.

Georgie found a couple dresses that didn’t seem too slutty, though she wasn’t entirely sure how sweet, sheltered Rae would define that.

Jeff Jackson, head of security for The Devilhouse, strutted in, looking stacked and put-together as always in a suit. Georgie had often stolen glances at him, but he was married. Georgie put a cool front between herself and all married men.

Georgie had ethical lines, very bright and hard ethical lines, that she did not cross. Married men were one.

Other people’s money was another.

If other people had such bright lines, if other people did the obvious and normal and decent things, the whole fucking world would be a better place.

Oh, Georgie wasn’t judgmental. If you wanted to do something, whether it was drugs or sexual proclivities with consenting adults or lifestyle choices like living off the grid in a bunker or whatever, Georgie had no quarrel with that. Leaving people alone to live their lives was a great good in her book.

But damn it, hurting people, damaging them, stealing, especially from people who couldn’t afford it, those were bright and hard lines that no one should fucking cross, ever.

She was obsessing about it when she should be making final decisions on the green cocktail dress or the scarlet one, just because Jeff Johnson the married man was in the room, and they were going to Paris, and Mannix fucking Bonfils had been mind-fucking Lizzy.

Georgie should chill.

Green. She should take the green cocktail-length dress, and the black one with the jewelry-weight silver chains around the waist and hanging from the banded neckline.

Good. Making decisions was better than letting her head spin around with crazy thoughts.

Lizzy finished talking to Jeff and they left The Devilhouse, probably for the last time, Georgie mused.

That was another problem, but it was a problem that she could think about in a few days. First, she had to get Lizzy somewhere safe and get herself away from the Russian mob.

If Georgie had to make herself disappear again, it wouldn’t matter if she had a job waiting for her at The Devilhouse or not.

While she drove to the airport, Georgie listened to Rachmaninoff playing a wintry piano concerto and drummed along with her fingers on the sun-warmed steering wheel. The freeways slipping away outside seemed alien again, barren rocks and gravel filling the median and lonely stretches of marred concrete stretching up the sides. Georgiana Oelrichs would have expected lush East Coast trees and moist grass lining the highway, but Georgie Johnson shouldn’t. She was still Georgie Johnson, and she needed to hold onto that as long as she could.

Georgie shook her head as she drove, trying to clear all the crazy-buzzing up there, while Lizzy talked to someone on the phone. Rachmaninoff played on the stereo, trilling notes on the piano.

The desert sun poured down over the freeways, flashing off the other cars’ mirrors and chrome, blinding her so that she couldn’t tell whether they were being followed. Other cars’ tailpipe smoke poured through the vents, making her throat itch and taste like she had been smoking.

They arrived at the airport too soon and parked in the long-term parking garage to shield her car from the harsh desert sun while they were gone.

After a perfectly cursory security screening and examination of her passport that bore her legal name, Georgiana Johnson, they reclined in first-class seats on the plane, and the plane lifted into the air.

On the flight, Georgie put most of her energy into calming Lizzy and getting her to sleep so she wouldn’t have to think about what they were flying away from and flying towards.

The hours passed. Lizzy slept some. Georgie fell into a dark place where she didn’t obsess for a few hours.

Breakfast arrived. Pancakes.

Georgiana Oelrichs had liked pancakes as well as croissants.

Georgie Johnson preferred fruit and black coffee before she went for a long run in the mornings, but she was strapped into a plane, so that wasn’t happening.

The plane’s engines whined a long, slow scream around them, and the aluminum walls shuddered with turbulence jitters.

Georgie rebraided her long hair in the tiny airplane lavatory before she could bring herself to fork into the pancakes, which she shredded with her knife.

Lizzy leaned over, her tiny fingers alighting on Georgie’s arm, and she asked,“You all right?”

Georgie sighed. “Yeah. Paris is a big city.”

Lizzy frowned at her, her blond eyebrows nearly meeting in the middle. “Um, yeah?”

She sliced the pancakes to mush and pondered how to say this, if she should say anything at all. “Someone I know is in Paris, an old friend from a long time ago. I’m just hoping that I won’t run into her.”

“Someone from The Devilhouse?” Lizzy asked.

“God, no.” The Prinzessin von Hannover und Cumberland in The Devilhouse? What horrors. Oh, the humanity.

Lizzy sat back in her over-sized chair. “There’s no chance you’ll run into her.”

“I keep telling myself that, but I think The Dom knows her.” Georgie sampled the pathetic pancake mush, but the maple syrup was so much sweeter than the food that she chose to eat as Georgie Johnson that she set down the fork.

Lizzy picked up her hand and held it, a moment of comfort from the present, and Georgie squeezed her fingers.

“If I saw her on the street or something,” Georgie said, “she probably wouldn’t recognize me. It’s been almost six years.”

Ah, the sound of whistling in the wind.
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Georgie led Lizzy down the hollow tube of jetway from the intercontinental plane and through the queued hubbub of customs. The other tired passengers disembarked from their many intercontinental flights, blustering and dashing from the snarl of the line to the next free window and scraping the dirty floor with their battered luggage.

Lizzy pouted that the bored passport control guy didn’t stamp her passport.

On the other side of the glass barrier, through the crowd that eddied and swirled like a flood studded with luggage debris, Georgie saw a sign with their names on it, and then she saw what was holding it.

His dark blond hair was cut almost military style, but a little too long, like he was beginning to break bad. His black suit must have been tailored, because normal sizes would never cling to his broad shoulders and trim waist like that. His dove gray eyes cut through her.

Paris might be looking up.

You know, this was exactly what Georgie needed to get a handle on everything: a tumble on a hotel bed with a man with a jawline so sharp that she would have to be careful not to cut her thighs.

He leaned down and asked her in low growl, “Lizbeth Pajari? Georgiana Johnson?”

She smiled at him. “Well, hello. I’m Georgiana Johnson. You can call me Georgie.”

He reached for Lizzy’s bag. “I am Dieter Schwarz. Ms. Reagan Stone sent me to collect you from the airport.”

It was like Rae knew just what Georgie liked: male.

And tall.

Dieter Schwarz turned sideways, and his profile slanted in and down from barrel chest to his tight waistline.

Oh, yeah. Georgie could just hole up in a hotel room with him for two days and never notice the world going by outside.

She glanced down at Lizzy, who had perked up a little in the presence of such a strapping specimen.

Lizzy said, “Thanks. Nice to meet you. I’m Lizzy. Have we met?”

Dieter tilted his head, and the sunlight from the skylight above them glinted on his golden hair. “I think not. I work for a mutual friend of ours in a private capacity.”

Georgie loved his accent, half the throaty growl of German, half the sexy sibilance of French.

Lizzy snapped her fingers and pointed at him. ‘You’re one of The Dom’s mysterious Men in Black that we all speculate about all the time.”

Dieter frowned, a lovely little crease between his intelligent gray eyes. “We had hoped to be less obtrusive. This way, please.”

He handed off their bags to another buff guy who was sandy-haired and dark-eyed, also built like an inverted pyramid and like he had ridges of muscle under that closely cut suit.

Dieter said, “This is my associate, Friedhelm Vonlanthen.”

Georgie looked between the two of them, trying to decide which one to hit on.

A smorgasbord of testosterone.

A buffet of male flesh.

Maybe Georgie could get both of them into her bed. She’d never done that before.

The manly men strode ahead of Lizzy and Georgie, their suit coats swaying just enough to occasionally reveal a glimpse of their strong butts in very nice suit trousers.

At least she wouldn’t be thinking about Russian mobs, lack of a job, or revelations of identity anymore.

Not until these guys sat down, anyway.

Sadly, they eventually reached a black SUV, and Dieter held the door for Georgie. She let her fingers linger on his warm, strong hand just a little as she clambered into the back seat.

Hans drove them through the streets of Paris, the window boxes a riot of springtime flowers, and the traffic careening through the lanes as they approached the Etoile, the starburst intersection that circled the Arc de Triomphe at the head of the Champs-Élysées.

Georgie gazed out the window a moment, images streaming through her head of the several times that she had taken this route, and nostalgia stole over her for her childhood, and her parents, and her brother, and innocence.

Dieter the Meatier turned to Hot-As-Fried-Ham Friedhelm (she was still working on that one,) and said, “When we get back to Schloss Southwestern, Gretchen and I will have you over for supper.”

“Yes, and how is your lovely wife?” Friedhelm asked.

“She is busy taking care of the incorrigible toddler-girl and very angry that I am traveling yet again this week. And how is your lovely friend?”

“Much the same,” Friedhelm said, shaking his head. “Vivienne is very angry at the proposed move, also.”

Dieter asked, “Who is the mysterious woman that Hans is spending his time with? He never brings her around to meet the Welfenlegion.”

“I couldn’t say,” Friedhelm said, “but he has managed to stay at Schloss Southwestern every time we travel.”

For Georgie, it was like a light bulb above their heads had blown out. Dieter’s hair flattened to dishwater dull, and Friedhelm’s features sharpened until his hawklike nose looked cruel.

Dieter turned to address them in the back seat, cranking himself like his overbulked muscles interfered with his flexibility. The sun caught in his eyes, and his gray irises turned eerily colorless. He said, “We will be at the hotel soon,” in a hoarse rasp.

“Thank you.” Georgie opened up her laptop and started typing a paper that was due next week at school.

So they would be at the hotel soon. She would be at least marginally safe there. She could just hide in her hotel room, evidently alone.

The SUV turned off the Champs-Élysées onto a smaller side street, one still lined with blooming windowboxes and planters along the side of the road..

A magnificent white building loomed behind the manicured trees. The SUV pulled over to the curb. The golden scrollwork on glass read, George V.

Lizzy stuck her elbow in Georgie’s ribs and crowed, “Hey! The Georgie the Fifth! Get it? Georgie?”

She blinked hard. “They’re staying at the George Vee.” Her insane giggle caught in her throat. “Of course they are.”

Georgie closed her laptop, thanked the security men, and stepped out of the SUV into the unforgiving French sunshine.

Surely the staff had changed a couple times in the intervening six or seven years since she had been here, and they wouldn’t remember her if she kept her head down. Rae probably hadn’t put the room in Georgie’s name, and besides, they couldn’t have a record of a Georgiana Johnson.

Of course, if Rae was at the George Vee, Flicka was probably around, too.

Georgie tucked her chin to her chest, right above her thudding heart, and blazed through the lobby. Her rollie suitcase bounced behind her as she wove through a mist of the bright scent of thousands of white roses and green hydrangeas arranged in stacked vases until a bellhop accosted her, took her bag, handed her a keycard, and led her to the elevator.

She kept her face down, staring at the dark blue rug and the golden veins in the marble floor.
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The concierge minced out of the plush elevator and led Georgie and Lizzy to the door of a huge suite, the Empire Suite, where Georgie and her parents had stayed when she was fourteen. A security man in a black suit, yet another one, opened the front door for them, and they walked into the foyer.

The rooms spread out before them, rolling all the way to the windows that overlooked the buildings of Paris and the Eiffel Tower. Flower-scented air billowed in the open windows, thrown wide over the rooftops and traffic far down below.

Georgie kept her eyes down, staring at the royal blue and gold carpeting under her feet until Rae emerged from the master bedroom, ran over, and hugged them both around the neck.

Okay, she had delivered Lizzy to safety. Georgie could go now.

Instead, she wound an arm around Rae’s waist and looked over her shoulder at the Empire Suite.

Her mother had held dinner and cocktail parties at the inlaid dining table that seated ten. The upholstery stitched on the chairs seemed a few shades of darker blue than it used to be. Maybe they had had to replace it after spills or someone was sick on it after too much to drink. The chandelier that caught the Parisian morning sunlight above it glittered with more diamond-like crystals than nine years ago, it seemed. Her father had almost knocked that alabaster bust of Napoleon off its pedestal when he staggered into it, drunk.

The buttery, baked-bread scent of croissants filled the whole room.

Rae leaned down to talk to Lizzy. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Lizzy told her. “I’m fine.”

Rae grabbed Lizzy’s hands, dropping Georgie’s, and said, “Georgie told me about what happened, and I’ve never forgiven myself for not hauling you out of The Devilhouse and out of the clutches of that Dommy-Dom guy. What happened?”

“Later,” Lizzy told her. “First things, first. Thanks for the free trip to Paris, Rae-Rae.”

“Yeah, well, about that. Um, breakfast?” She gestured to a table with food, lots of food, Parisian food like croissants and fruit and coffee.

Of course, there were croissants at the George Vee. Georgie wanted to sob, but she walked toward the breakfast table without moving a muscle on her face.

Lizzy dodged around Georgie and Rae and sprinted to the table like she was a scampering bunny rabbit. She was already buttering a croissant while Rae and Georgie were still walking over and tore into it. “Oh, miGod. So good,” she said, spraying flakes.

Rae and Georgie sat down at the other two spots.

“What, not watching your carbs?” Georgie asked, staring at the moon-shaped pastries.

Lizzy held out a croissant. French butter was smeared over the end. “Try this. It’s so good.”

Georgie snagged a red apple from the dish in the center of the table. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eat pastry before.”

Lizzy stuffed the croissant tail in her mouth and said while chewing, “I like pizza now, too.”

Georgie was just cutting into her apple, but the knife dropped out of her hand. “I cannot count how many times I ordered a large pizza just to offer you a slice, and you never—”

“Hey, guys.” Rae’s guilty-as-original-sin expression looked like she was about to break some bad news.

Georgie cringed at the thought of more bad news.

Rae said, “I appreciate you jumping on a plane on short notice.”

“Yeah, sure,” Lizzy said, smearing thick butter on the other side of her croissant. Flakes drifted to the plate, and the baked scent filled the air around Georgie.

Rae said, “Um, I need to tell y’all something.”

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Georgie reached over and took Rae’s hand, determined to stay stoic. “Are you okay? This isn’t a Make-A-Wish trip, is it?”

“Oh, no. I’m fine. No problem, there. I’m just not sure—” Rae looked out the windows, over at the Eiffel Tower, like she wanted to turn to dust and float away. She said, “It’s about Wulf.”

A wolf? Georgie didn’t get it.

Lizzy asked, “Who?”

“Wulf,” Rae said. “That’s The Dom’s name, his real name.”

Lizzy’s jaw dropped open like she wanted the flies to get in. She crowed, “No way! His name is Wulf. Get it?” She elbowed Georgie, and Georgie scrambled after the apple slice that went shooting out of her hand. “Wulf? Like he names all the sub guys dog names? There’s Irish Setter, and Cairn Terrier, and Mutt. Oh my God! I cannot believe he does that! That’s so psycho!”

Rae blinked her huge, brown eyes. “I guess he did. Jeez, some psych major I am, huh?”

Georgie leaned in. Even she could see that Rae was winding up for a long story. “That’s not all, though. What’s up?”

Rae looked at her lap, a classic move of misdirection. She said, “We’re getting married this morning.”

Lizzy laughed. “You’re marrying The Dom? What kind of crazy pre-nup did that come with? Like, are you sharing him with other girls?” Lizzy’s mouth dropped open again, and her pale blue eyes grew on her tiny face. “When you say we’re getting married, you didn’t mean that we are all marrying him, right? That isn’t why Georgie and I are here, right? ‘Cause we are not down with that. At least, I’m not. I am so not.”

Oh, Lord. Had Lizzy really repeated that? That girl had no freaking filter.

“No!” Rae’s big, brown eyes widened even more, an appropriate response, this time. “Good God, no! Just me. Nothing out of the ordinary, other than he asked me last night and I said yes and then he said now and it’s all very, very sudden. Why would you think such a thing? Georgie? Where would she get such an idea?”

Georgie sat up very straight, very prim, and held her apple slice out to the side like a nonchalant cigarette. “I’m sure I have no idea.”

She ignored Lizzy’s gaping. She really should grow a filter someday.

“It’s weird that it’s so soon, right?” Rae asked. “Is this some European thing? Do they just up and get married without an engagement? I mean, the very next day?”

“So, you’re marrying him this morning?” Georgie glanced at Lizzy and prayed that she had grown that filter in the last couple seconds. Surely Lizzy wouldn’t declare her undying love for The Dom right here, right now, to their friend who was going to marry him.

Lizzy grinned and shoved her croissant in her mouth.

Looked like Lizzy was okay. At least Georgie could stand down on that front.

“Yep,” Rae said. “That’s it. I just wanted you guys here at my wedding, as bridesmaids, not as sister wives. Jeez, that’s weird by my family’s standards.”

The confused expression on Rae’s face was priceless. Maybe Georgie needed to pile on just a little. “Well, you know, it’s not completely insane. This is The Dom that we’re talking about.”

“No, it’s not The Dom,” Rae said, picking up her knife to smear more butter to her croissant. “It’s Wulf. Just Wulf.”

Memory tickled the back of Georgie’s neck, but she wasn’t sure what it was.

Wulf.

That was familiar somehow, but she hadn’t ever known The Dom’s name.

“Oh, yeah. He’s different now.” Lizzy tore off a big bite of her croissant.

“I don’t think he ever really was The Dom,” Rae said. “At least, that’s my working hypothesis. He’s just really good at compartmentalizing, when he needs to.”

“Oooo,” Lizzy said. “Psychology.”

Something, Georgie thought. Something about the name Wulf. She stared at the George Vee croissants on the plate, not quite reaching for the rich pastry that smelled like her childhood in this very suite.

Rae swallowed a bite of her croissant. “God, these are good.”

Yeah, they were good. The croissants and the suite were confusing her. The name Wulf didn’t have anything to do with those. Something else.

“So, he loves you?” Lizzy asked Rae. “At least some of his compartments do, anyway?”

Rae nodded. “I mean, I think so. He said so.” Her sigh sounded like an admission of guilt. “You were right, Georgie. I’m so twitterpated. It’s been tearing me up. I’m sorry, Lizzy. I know how you feel about him, and I’m so sorry. If you want me to put you back on a plane home, or if you don’t want to go to the wedding—”

Lizzy jumped up, ran around the table, and threw her arms around Rae. Rae’s brown eyes bugged out a little at Lizzy’s display of emotion, but she hugged her back.

Lizzy chortled, “I am so happy for you. You found love, and you’re marrying the love of your life. That’s amazing, and I know you’ll be happy.”

Rae said, “I’m so glad. I wanted you guys here more than anyone else, but I was so afraid that you’d be all broken up about it,” Rae said. Relief made her voice breathy. “There’s a little more to it than just that, but if y’all are okay with it, then everything’s going to be fine.”

Georgie smiled at her, shoving all those wisps of memory to the back of her head. They probably weren’t important anyway. “Of course we’re happy for you. Do you need someone to look over a pre-nup? I could call someone, like Professor Chen, who represented Lizzy for that contract.”

Rae looked perplexed. “Wulf didn’t mention a pre-nup. It probably slipped his mind. I’ll just ask him.”

Wulf.

The name echoed in Georgie’s head like boots stomping in a corridor.

Maybe she had heard The Dom’s name at some point in the past and was just putting it together now.

Surely that was it.

Rae and Lizzy nattered on about lawyers, and the name Wulf echoed around and around in Georgie’s head, looking to latch onto something.

Rae finally said to both of them, “Wait here just a minute. There’s some other stuff about Wulf that we should discuss, but I need to ask him about that pre-nup.”

Wulf, like a far-off thunderclap, rumbled around the room.

Rae folded her napkin beside her plate. “Excuse me.”

Georgie needed to concentrate on the here-and-now. She sipped her coffee as Rae sidled back to the master bedroom.

When Rae closed the door to the bedroom behind herself, Georgie grabbed Lizzy’s hand. “So you’re okay.”

“I am so okay. Between Theo and Mannix, I don’t even want to think about The Dom,” she whispered. Her light blue eyes were crinkled with laughter, not lined with weepy tears, thank God.

From behind the closed door of the bedroom, a man laughed, a deep, rolling peal of good humor.

Georgie nearly dropped her apple slice. “Was that The Dom?”

“The Dom doesn’t laugh,” Lizzy said. “He occasionally allows a cold smile, but he never laughs.”

Everything about this day was unsettling. “That was weird.”

Lizzy said, “Maybe he’s happy.”

Such a facile comment, yet maybe true. Georgie had often thought that she sensed that something sad lurked behind The Dom’s cold demeanor. “Yeah, maybe he is.”

A black cat jumped up into the fourth chair at the table, and its whiskery face looked over the bone china plate at them.

Lizzy jumped back in her chair. “Holy cow!”

“Hey!” Georgie said, peering at the cat. “Is that Blackie? The cat that was hanging around The Devilhouse a few months ago?”

The cat regarded them with solemn yellow eyes, gazing at Lizzy’s leftover butter pat smeared on the edge of her plate.

The bedroom door clicked and opened. From inside, The Dom’s bass voice said, “Of course not. Do you want a pre-nuptial contract?”

Rae’s chuckle was brighter in timbre, nearly giggly. “Yeah, sure. But I warn you, my family doesn’t believe in divorce. We believe in cast iron skillets and branding irons.”

Georgie couldn’t believe that Rae had said that. She cracked up, and Lizzy laughed with her.

Rae came back, shutting the bedroom door behind her, and sat at the table. “Oh, Brunhilde,” Rae said, speaking to the cat, as if the cat understood her. “We didn’t get any sausage today. I’m sorry.”

The cat sighed and wandered off.

Lizzy asked, “That was the cat from The Devilhouse?”

Rae picked up her croissant again. “Yeah. Wulf takes her everywhere he travels. She pines when he leaves her at home.”

Georgie choked on her coffee. The Dom had bonded with the stray cat that had been wandering around The Devilhouse, and now he was spoiling the heck out of it. That was so weird.

“There’s a little more that Wulf wasn’t discussing with folks back home, but people might mention it today, so let’s just get it all out on the table.” Rae took a healthy bite of her omelet and swallowed it. “Let’s start with his name. Give me a second. Let me remember all of it.”

Lizzy glanced at Georgie, obviously humoring Rae.

Georgie drank her coffee, the roasted goodness mellow on her tongue, with the name Wulf spinning in her head.

Wulf.

Rae sucked in a deep breath. “Okay, I think I’ve got it now. Wulfram Augustus Heinrich Ernst Georg Berthold Friedrich—”

The hot coffee congealed in Georgie’s throat. She forced it down rather than cough out her horror.

Only one other person that Georgie knew had a whole bunch of names like that. Even her upper-crust childhood friends in Connecticut only had the usual number of names, four at the most.

Rae said, “Wilhelm Louis Ferdinand—”

Oh, God. Georgie knew what was coming. The name Wulf wasn’t a memory from her childhood.

Flicka’s face floated in her mind, and the reason that The Dom had been at Flicka’s wedding became teeth-grindingly obvious.

Rae finished, “Prinz von Hannover.”

Georgie set down her coffee cup. The frail bone china clattered in the saucer, so she let go. She asked, “Prinz von Hannover und Cumberland?”

Rae blinked, surprised. “How did you know?”

Because Flicka had droned on and on about her older brother, Wulfram Augustus, who had essentially raised her, who was crazy over-protective and had private security men dogging her every move, whom she loved and worshiped and rebelled against and missed terribly and wanted to drop out of Tanglewood to spend the summer in London with him while he had been finishing a PhD at the London School of Economics.

Georgie had even seen a picture of Wulfram Augustus on Flicka’s dresser, but he had been much younger, maybe a teenager, and laughing and swinging Flicka in his arms when she was about eight. He’d had long, blond hair, down to his shoulders.

“Lucky guess,” Georgie grated out.

This whole time, for the last couple years, Georgie had worked for Flicka’s brother.

The acid coffee raked Georgie’s stomach, and she held onto the edge of the table to keep her hands from shaking.

The Dom must have known who she was. He must have told Flicka where she was.

Georgie didn’t know how to interpret the last few years. It was insane. It was all insane.

Another man came out of the bedroom, not The Dom, and Georgie’s eyes noted that he was gorgeous but the sight buffeted off her stunned brain. The guy grabbed Lizzy’s hand, growled something in her ear, and they ran off together.

Georgie fought to not throw up the bitter coffee and chunks of apple.

The Dom walked out of the bedroom.

No, Wulfram von Hannover walked out of the bedroom.

He leaned down, the Parisian sun reflecting on his bright blond hair, and he glanced up at Georgie only once. He whispered to Rae, and she whispered back.

So many of her conversations with him whipped through Georgie’s head. Surely he must have known. He must know who her father was. He must know what she had done.

He must have told Flicka.

Tremors wracked her whole body, and she fidgeted with her braid, trying not to freak and cause an excessive display of emotion.

Wulfram von Hannover looked up again and smiled at her, a slight curve of his lips, but the coldness never left his dark blue eyes.

Georgie said, “You never told me that you were Wulfram von Hannover.”

“I couldn’t,” he said. His tone was quiet, reproaching her.

Of course he couldn’t have told her. She would have run. “Yeah. I can see that.”

Wulfram von Hannover glanced toward the bedroom. “Rae, may I discuss something with you, privately?”

“Uh, sure?” She glanced at Georgie, smiling, as she walked away and he followed her.

As soon as the bedroom door closed behind them, Georgie bolted, sprinting for the door and the elevator and her own room where she could figure out if she needed to run into Paris or whether she could wait until she got back to the States to change her name and hide again.

She held her hand over her mouth, breathing stinking coffee breath hard into her palm, and leaned against the locked door.

Georgie had seen Wulfram von Hannover, Flicka’s brother, every day for years, and hadn’t known it.

















Hiding in A Hotel Room







Georgie




Georgie paced through the hotel room, past the huge bed backed up against one wall, past the plush chair, the desk, and the couch, all of it upholstered in royal blue and pristine white shining satin. The roses fumed their sickly sweet perfume through the room like they were trying to cover up a bad smell. She kept her eyes on the royal blue carpeting.

Royal blue. Oh my God. Georgie’s stomach cramped hard with panic and she almost threw up again, but she paced instead.

She paced past the blue and gold silk curtains that puddled on the floor, yet more regal excess. Georgie’s mother would consider this opulence to be trying too hard, but she was an upper-crust New Englander.

Too much energy coursed through her thin frame. She hadn’t gone running today. Georgie needed to run, run far, run fast. At least ten miles. Maybe farther than that.

After twenty minutes of pacing, Georgie finally burned off enough panic that she sat on the bed, pulled out her laptop, and tried to deal with emails from the home front. Nothing important had hit her inbox. A couple friends wanted a study group that afternoon, which she declined because she was on another continent.

Some other stuff.

Chatty emails and rumors about professors.

Nothing Earth-shaking.

No death threats today.

Georgie dealt with the emails and then stared at the screen, trying to decide what to do without enough information, when Lizzy breezed into the room, pink-cheeked and pale blue eyes sparkling, giggling and bursting with energy.

“Hey!” she chortled.

“Hey, yourself,” Georgie said. “You look freshly fucked.”

“You betcha.” Lizzy spread her arms and fell on the other side of the king-sized bed as if she were falling backward into water and bounced on the mattress.

Georgie’s laptop bounced on her knees from the quake. She switched to a paper she was working on just so she would have something to stare at and started typing about hegemony in South American politics.

Lizzy sat up and asked, “What’s going on with you?”

Georgie typed. “Nothing.”

Lizzy sighed ostentatiously, which was her signal that she knew Georgie was lying. “Okay. Fine.”

Georgie deleted the drivel that she had typed. “Something sure is going on with you, though. That was Theo, right?”

Lizzy’s goofy smile said it all. “Yeah. That was Theo.”

She thought hard about what Georgie Johnson would say if she wasn’t screaming inside. She would probably scam on Lizzy’s guy, not really, but just to bolster Lizzy’s choice of anyone except Mannix fucking Bonfils.

Yeah, that sounded right.

She asked, “That Sun God is your Medium Adult?”

Lizzy rolled over on her tummy and stretched backward, curling herself into a backwards circle, a Mobius strip of a girl. “What? You saw him at the contract signing.”

Georgie ignored her contortions. “I was busy trying to place Mannix fucking Bonfils and getting you dressed in something other than slutwear. I didn’t even notice him.”

“You saw him at the dorm, too,” Lizzy said.

“I wasn’t really looking at him because I was worried about you. Evidently, my psychic gaydar doesn’t use visible light. I didn’t even notice that he was blindingly beautiful.”

“He had a scruffy little beard, then.”

“Oh, that’s why. So gross.” Georgie twirled the end of her brown braid around her finger, desperately trying to think of something to say.

She asked Georgie, “What happened to Dieter, the hottie in the SUV?”

Lizzy must have been too busy gawking at Paris to listen to the conversation. “Married.”

Lizzy grinned a manic, bitchy smile. “But Theo’s not blond-blond like The Dom, and he’s not all smoldery, like Mannix—”

Georgie leaned across the soft bed and backhanded Lizzy on the arm.

“Ow! Hey!”

“Yeah, ow. This from the masochist sex submissive. What is wrong with you?” Georgie waggled a finger at the door, indicating Theo, out there somewhere. “He’s gorgeous!”

“Well,” Lizzy dithered. “He’s pretty.”

“No, I mean seriously. If you can’t see that, you need a good eyeball-licking to clear your vision. You hit that?”

“Uh-huh.” Lizzy grinned again. “He’s really buff, too. Hard and lumpy in all the right ways. There’s an eight-pack under that lawyer suit, and his back is like a big, gold Brahma bull. He’s a gentleman in the parlor, a Dom in the bedroom, and a good man to have at your back in a fight.”

Be the slut. What would Georgie the slut say? “I wouldn’t kick him out of my bed. Seriously, if you’re through with him, can I have your scraps?”

Lizzy grinned harder, obviously thinking she was winning the banter. “He’s not your type. He doesn’t do one-night stands.”

“No! Crap.” Georgie sighed, gazing back at the hotel room’s door. “What a waste. If I could sneak off with him for a couple hours, I could ditch this whole wedding.”

Lizzy sat up and stared at her. “Georgie, you aren’t jonesing for The Dom, are you?”

Georgie shook her head. “Oh, no. I’m fine with him. They’re a cute couple. Tall, but cute.”

“Rae?”

Uh, no. “Nah. I rarely swing that way.”

“What then?”

Georgie sighed. “I will bet you, dollars to donuts, that at some point today I’m going to have to crawl under a table. I am simply fucking dreading it.”

Lizzy rolled off the bed and grabbed some stuff out of her checked baggage. “Your mysterious Parisian enemy?”

Georgie couldn’t hold it back any longer, not from Lizzy, with whom she had lived for almost three years and the one person she might email later from somewhere else. “She’s not an enemy, and she has every right to wrap her pretty little hands around my throat and choke me until I die. If some blonde tries to kill me, just let her.”

Lizzy sucked in a gasp. “Georgie, what did you do?”

Georgie shook her head, pulling the hairs on the end of her long braid. “Something that I had to. And I was young and didn’t know any different. But that doesn’t make it any better.”

















Friederike von Hannover and Georgiana Oelrichs







Georgie




Georgie hid in her hotel room, applying layer after layer of makeup at the wide bathroom counter and mirror before the civil ceremony where her friend Rae Stone was to marry Wulfram von Hannover. The crystal sconces threw harsh light at her face, slicing deep shadows under her cheekbones and nose so that she looked ghastly. No amount of makeup could hide that kind of shame.

When she and Flicka had known each other at Tanglewood, Georgie’s hair had flowed long and blond-streaked brown and free, so now Georgie twisted it into a severe knot on the back of her head like she was trying to yank her ears to meet at the back of her skull.

At Tanglewood, they wore no makeup except for performances, so Georgie pulled out all her own makeup and dipped into Lizzy’s to apply huge, smoky smudges around her eyes, contrasting them until they almost looked hazel. She contoured her cheekbones until her face looked gaunt.

She shouldn’t have brought a black dress. Musicians invariably perform wearing black formals, and Georgie had worn black dresses around Flicka often. Hopefully, the jewelry-weight silver chains that twisted into a belt around her waist and dangled in back from the high neckband, falling like a silver waterfall down her bare spine, would break it up enough. The green dress that she had procured was, indeed, too slutty.

The woman in the mirror was almost unrecognizable to Georgie. She hoped that Flicka wouldn’t recognize her, either.

If she was even there. She might be away on her honeymoon.

Yeah, Flicka might skip her own brother’s wedding.

The brother who had raised her like a father.

The one that she was so lonely for as a teenager that she almost dropped out of Tanglewood.

She was so going to be there, and she would be all over Wulfram and Rae.

Georgie applied scarlet lipstick, allowing the creamy stick to go beyond the natural lines of her already puffy lips until she looked like a fucking clown.

Better.

Black SUVs picked them up from the hotel lobby, and Georgie and Lizzy rode with some of the security guys.

At the ceremony in a small law office far up in a skyscraper, everybody spoke French, which Georgie didn’t, so she kept her head tucked down and tried futilely to hide behind the tiny, slight form of Lizzy. She must have looked like a cow hiding behind a sapling.

During the ceremony, Georgie sat in a chair that had been shoved to the back of the room. Lizzy was standing in front of her, all giggly and bouncy as if true love always wins.

Georgie kept her chin tucked down and her elbows close to her sides and tried not to scan everyone walking in the door, but she couldn’t help herself.

Pierre Grimaldi, Prince of Monaco, strode into the room and was even more gorgeous close up than in the pictures on Georgie’s computer. The pictures didn’t show the sensual way he moved, like he was built out of pliant, limber muscle that he might wrap around you at any moment. His sultry glance around the room caught even Georgie’s attention, and she knew that he was married.

Beside him, a willowy woman wore a pale blue dress that brought out the brilliant green of her eyes and made her skin all the more perfectly porcelain. Her curly hair was woven into a golden chignon that made her look like a goddess.

Despite the years, Georgie could have picked Flicka out of a crowd of perfect blondes without blinking. She was more beautiful, but she hadn’t changed.

Flicka began to turn toward Georgie.

Georgie ducked behind Lizzy and waited, but she didn’t hear anything.

She hid until the short ceremony was over, then trotted into the generic, whitewashed corridor and sneaked around the corner until the rest of the wedding party had left the office.

Flicka walked up ahead, so Georgie hid behind the wall of black suits that surrounded Rae and Wulfram von Hannover.

Every time she looked at Wulfram now, she could see Flicka’s elegant bone structure in his face, although his was obviously a masculine version of it. How could she have been so blind? Years. Georgie had known him for years.

Flicka strode across a wide sidewalk and climbed into a waiting SUV. The door slammed, and she was gone.

Georgie deflated with relief, but she followed Lizzy and Rae into the waiting SUVs and then hid in her hotel room, typing about Latin American hegemonies, until she absolutely, positively, had to go to the reception downstairs in the George the Fifth hotel.

Rae, still glowing in her ivory cocktail dress and nearly giggly with happiness, had shown Georgie to the center table with the rest of the wedding party, where scarlet roses and royal purple hydrangeas built enormous centerpieces. The sweetness of the roses perfumed the air so heavily that Georgie couldn’t smell the croissants that must be baking 24/7 in the hotel’s ovens. She caught a glimpse of herself in the table settings, rimmed with gold, as were the crystal goblets. The paleness in her face looked ghostly, but maybe that was the snowy white bone china and not her own trepidation.

If Flicka did see her, Georgie could duck under the many tablecloths, sumptuous layers of royal purple, blue, and red topped with a pristine white one. Her New England mother would have gasped at the decor, first with horror at the excess, then at the audacity of the opulence, and then she would have gone back to their home in Conyers Farm and recreated it for her lady friends, and they all would have tittered about what better taste they all had than the royals.

Georgie hid on the perimeter, sometimes in the hallway, sometimes near the back among the greenery, checking the location of Flicka and her crew—because Flicka had always been gregarious and a cadre of gorgeous people had always crowded around her, and her brother’s impromptu wedding was no exception.

Rae and Lizzy had sent Georgie in search of champagne because evidently Georgie was just picking at her food, and she clutched four flutes of champagne in her fists by the stems, watching to make sure Flicka’s back was turned before she wove through the crowd toward Lizzy and Rae.

Georgie dodged a woman in a ruby choker and matching dress, threaded between a few men in morning dress or perfectly tailored suits, and made a beeline for Rae’s table, fully intending to drop off the booze and break for the shrubbery again, when she heard a woman’s dulcet tones behind her ask, “Georgiana Oelrichs?”

She cringed. Georgie would have known Flicka’s voice anywhere, too.

“Um, yeah, but it’s Georgie Johnson now.” She reached without looking, stretching four champagne flutes toward the table. The wine glasses were plucked out of her hands just before she dropped them.

She turned and stared right into Friederike von Hannover’s shocked and hurting green eyes. She was even more beautiful up close, and Georgie felt even more like a little shit. “Hi, Flicka. Can we talk somewhere?”

Flicka wound her arm in Georgie’s, just like they had when they had strolled the fields around Tanglewood together, and guided her toward the hallway outside.

The truth, Georgie decided. The whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help her God.

Outside the double doors, she and Flicka sat on a velvet settee bench and bent their heads toward each other. Flicka’s golden hair, always as soft as silk, stroked Georgie’s cheek.

Georgie started with what was on the top of her heart: “I am so sorry.”

Flicka whispered, “I was so worried. You just disappeared. I couldn’t find you.”

“My father, what he did, it was so awful, and I got you involved. I am so sorry.”

Flicka seemed to have not heard. “When I emailed, I got a bounce from the lawyers. I couldn’t find you. I wanted to help you.”

“I came home from Tanglewood, and when I woke up the next morning, there were lawyers downstairs demanding my passwords to everything, and they took my phone. My father and Benedict left with them. I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t get word to anyone. Even at school, they restricted my access to everything. I couldn’t get an email out, and then after the settlement, I was too ashamed.”

“How did you get here?” Flicka asked.

“I’m in college. Rae Stone is my suitemate.”

“Do you know Wulfram?”

“I did, but I didn’t know he was related to you. I didn’t know his name.”

“However not?”

“It’s complicated. It’s a very complicated thing. I didn’t know he was your brother. I was hiding, so I never told him my old name. I’m Georgie Johnson now.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered. I never told him about what happened.”

“Why not? He could have helped you.”

“Oh, Georgie. It was nothing. It was a pittance. I missed you. I wanted you back. Are you okay?”

The horror broke through Georgie’s carefully manicured mask, and she twined her arms around Flicka’s neck and sobbed. “I’m not. For two years, everyone at my high school hated me and knew where the tuition money had come from—and then I ran away. I ran away from everything. I’ll pay you back. I have a plan to pay everyone back within the next ten years.”

“I don’t care about the money, Georgiana. I care about you. I would have helped you, and I want you back in my life. Do you still play?”

She meant the piano. Georgie nodded. “Every day. It’s the only thing that keeps me going.”

“Play for me.”

“I don’t ever perform.”

“Please.”

“Other people here might know me, might come after me, and I have nothing. I’m saving up for law school so that I can work in corporate law and pay everyone back. I just lost my job, but I’ll do it, and I’ll do it in ten years. I swear that I will.”

“Georgiana, you don’t owe me anything, and I’ll tell anyone else who has wrong ideas to back off. I just want you back. Come sit with me. Talk to me. Give me your phone number and your social stuff, and don’t get lost again, not from me.”

“Flicka, they’ll know me.”

“I’ll introduce you by your new name. Johnson, right?”

Georgie nodded. “Someone will recognize me. You did.”

“We were like sisters. These are all people from school, not Tanglewood, not music. Only one guy is a musician at all. The rest are just,” she fluttered her long, slim hands, “normal. Come on. I’ve only just found you again. Sit with me.”

Maybe sitting with Flicka would keep Georgie away from Wulfram von Hannover. She didn’t think she could stand talking to him about everything just now. “Okay. I am sorry.”

“No more apologies,” Flicka said, her firm voice sounding more like an imperious princess every minute. “It’s the past, and today is a new day. I’ve found my best friend again, and I won’t lose you this time.”

Georgie cleaned up her mascara in the ladies’ room with Flicka hovering like she might bolt again, but she didn’t want to bolt. She wanted to crawl under Flicka’s arm and pretend that the last six years had never, ever happened.

She wandered by the table to talk to Rae and Lizzy for a second. She leaned with her fingers splayed on the tablecloth and couldn’t quite meet their curious eyes as she said, “Flicka is an old friend, so I’m just going to go sit with her for a minute and catch up.”

Under her hands, the white tablecloth blurred, and she sucked in a deep breath to keep from tearing up again.

“Okay,” Rae said and handed her purse to her from the back of her chair. “Wave us over if you need us, okay?”

“You bet.” Georgie turned toward Flicka and her entourage. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Georgie walked over to the table near the windows. Flicka patted a chair beside herself. Georgie glanced around the table but didn’t recognize anyone else, thank the stars.

She sat down at her table, blinking in the noontime Parisian sunlight that streamed through the windows, and Flicka started making introductions.

With her own as well as others’, Flicka had always been casual about titles, and she introduced Georgie to “my very new husband, Pierre Grimaldi,” and the heir apparent to the sovereign throne of Monaco rose from his chair to shake Georgie’s hand, smiling sedately, and while he didn’t leer at all, there was a sparkle in his dark eyes that Georgie didn’t like.

Around the table, Flicka introduced the ladies first.

Victoria Adelaide’s firm handshake, grim smile, and rigid posture suggested the military or a very thick stick up her butt. Georgie smiled back as warmly as she could.

Alexia giggled, and her hand flopped in Georgie’s handshake. Four empty champagne flutes already crowded around Alexia’s plate. “So nice to meet you,” Alexia said. “So nice.”

“And so nice to meet you,” Georgie said, not with sarcasm but amusement. As she swiveled to shake hands, the silvery chains dangling down her back tickled her skin.

The men lifted from their chairs while they shook Georgie’s hand. All of them had good skin, sharp cheekbones and jawlines, and white teeth. Flicka ran with the beautiful royals.

Flicka finally introduced the man seated beside Georgie, “Alexandre de Valentinois, who goes by Alex because he’s too cool for school, may I present Georgiana Johnson, my dearest friend.”

Georgie’s face warmed at that because she didn’t deserve it.

Alexandre de Valentinois didn’t rise from his seat to shake like the other guys but just stuck out his hand with a weary smile. His light oak-colored hair swished past his shoulders and was bleached bright blond at the ends, as if he actually had some style in this very conservative crowd. He wore a dark blue business suit with a peach tie, knotted tightly, and even under the layers of cloth, his body looked lean, like he was a runner or a swimmer. With his pale golden skin, like he could tan if he wanted to but never saw the sun, and that long hair that faded to blond at the ends, plus his large, dark eyes, the effect was slightly vampiric.

His eyes weren’t big and round, though. They were long, and tilted, and thickly lashed, more exotic than classic.

In another second, she got it. He looked a little sleepy, like he was just about to rouse himself from your bed after a long, rough night.

Alex leaned his head to the side, long hair swaying, and said, “Nice to meet you.”

Flicka told him, “Georgiana is a musician, too. We were at Tanglewood together for piano. Her Chopin is incredible.”

Interest flickered in Alex’s deep brown eyes, and he leaned toward Georgie a bit. “That’s high praise, coming from Flicka.” A posh British accent tinted his voice, which was deep and quite hoarse, like he had been sick recently.

“She hasn’t heard me play for a long time,” Georgie said. “I’m not sure my current skills are equivalent to my previous reputation.”

Wow, her own upper-crust vocabulary roared back as if Flicka were contagious.

Flicka said over Georgie’s head, “If she hasn’t lost ground, then she’s still better than I am now.”

Georgie said, “Now, that’s just patently false. You were better than I was at Tanglewood.”

“I have a certain sensibility for modern, atonal music, but you could always play Chopin better than I could, a lot better,” Flicka said. “And you’re right that I haven’t heard you in ages. That’s why you’ve promised to play something here.”

“I did no such thing,” Georgie protested.

“Oh, come now, Georgiana. You owe me.” Flicka’s green eyes snapped with merriment.

“I never perform,” Georgie said. She clenched her hands into fists under the tablecloth.

Flicka dismissed this with a wave. “Alex, teach her something of yours. You can sing.”

A crease drew itself between his eyebrows. “You promised that you wouldn’t impose.”

“Pierre promised. My wedding was yesterday. This is my brother’s wedding, and he will listen to those stodgy old violins all day if we let him.” Her dismissive hand flick encompassed all four tuxedoed musicians in the corner.

Alex glanced over at the string quartet sawing away on their instruments. “The flat D-string on the second violin is distressing.”

Georgie took another look at Alex. She hadn’t been able to nail down whether the mistuned string was on the viola or the second violin. “It’s the D-string?”

Alex raised one dark eyebrow. “They’re playing Ravel’s String Quartet in F major. The second violin’s part is playing flat, and they are the notes played on the D-string.”

“Okay, then.” A waiter set a flute of champagne in front of Georgie, and she picked it up.

He smiled at her, his dark eyes warming. “You could tell something was amiss.”

She nodded and sipped the champagne. “I don’t play a stringed instrument, so I don’t know the parts.”

Alex leaned in, his long, dark eyes searching hers for a moment. “All right.”

“All right, what?” Georgie asked, confused.

He turned his head, but his eyes never left hers. “Flicka, you’ll arrange this impromptu performance?”

Flicka stood and smoothed down her pale blue silk dress that skimmed her slim body. “I would like nothing better.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Georgie said, even though she didn’t want to look away from Alex’s dark eyes. “I don’t want to make a spectacle of myself.”

Alex reached over and took her hand. He was still staring at her like he was fascinated, like he didn’t want to look away. His sharp gaze didn’t so much resemble a snake mesmerizing prey as an artist evaluating a brilliant sunset. “I’ll help you. If Flicka says you’re good, then you must be quite interesting.”

“Oh, I don’t think so.” Georgie didn’t move her hand out of his warm palm. The deep calluses on his fingertips spoke of thousands of hours of practice.

He stood, tugging her to her feet by her fingertips and his gaze in her eyes. “I’ll get you through this. Flicka, we’ll do one song. Give us an hour to prepare.”

Georgie couldn’t believe that her feet followed Alex as he led her out of the reception, but she owed Flicka anything that she wanted, and the piano called her.

















A Hateful Eye







Alexandre de Valentinois




Alexandre knew that he absolutely should not sing, no matter what Flicka demanded. He raised his hand to dissuade her, but Flicka was already turning back to her husband Pierre, the Rat Bastard, with a mischievous glint in her bright green eyes.

Their friends at the wedding surrounded them. If he made a scene, they would think he was being churlish.

His raw throat felt shredded every time he swallowed, even though he had barely said a word the night before at Flicka’s wedding and reception. His date, the Czech model Zuzana, had prattled all night about the fashions that some people dared to wear in public. When she began to trash Flicka’s Elie Saab Couture reception dress, Alexandre had insisted, quietly, that she desist because his new cousin and old school friend was not maudlin and middle-brow.

All night, Zuzana reveled in her disdain for everything.

He would have a word with his people later. They had arranged the date with the hot, new Czech model at the last minute when he had told them that he would be in Europe, after her people had pestered his people for months to arrange an introduction. She had been ecstatic at the prospect of going to the royal wedding, or so he had been told. Once there, her harsh opinions of everything tested Alexandre’s reserve.

Plus, when they had danced, her skeletal form in his arms had repulsed him. The photographers exclaimed over her slanted, teal eyes, but the rest of the package left much to be desired.

And she ate nothing but vodka.

By the end of the evening, Alexandre had absolutely no desire to fuck her, worried that he would break her bony body and nauseated that she might further turn that hateful eye on his friends and loved ones, so he played the French nobleman and kissed Zuzana’s knuckles as he dropped her off at her hotel and instructed his driver to step on it before she turned into a giant, gaunt bat.

Now, in the presence of this lithe young woman, Georgiana, the one who had heard that mistuned string in the Ravel quartet that had ricocheted through the room like a scarlet lightning bolt appearing in the bright yellow sunshine and had Flicka’s admiration for her Chopin, his body was reminding him that he hadn’t been with a woman in a long time, a very long time. Months.

He counted up the months to an alarming number.

Inwardly, he frowned. His ancestors would have been appalled that he hadn’t tupped a serving wench in the interim, but his whole being had vibrated with stress the last few years, and his schedule left no time for carousing or a decent night’s sleep or a meal not eaten from a foam container in the back of a car or off a room service cart in the dark before dawn.

Georgiana had a—what was that called?—a sweetheart bow for a mouth, with her full, soft, baby lips that looked almost like a heart, and her light brown eyes were wide and round. Her skin looked soft, like he could wrap his hands around her and not cut himself, an important trait he hadn’t thought to list before last night. He leaned toward her, drawn. The air around her was scented with white flowers and cake, and the creamy notes sounded in his mind like a cello.

Right now, the most luxurious thing he could think of, after dining at Wulfram’s reception, was to polish off a bottle of champagne with this woman and talk about music, deep music, real music.

Georgiana turned her large, hazel eyes up to him, and great God above, she smiled.

Maybe he could sing just one song, just to get her alone to talk about music for a few hours.

















In the Style of Rachmaninoff







Georgie




Georgie and Alex trotted past the jubilation of yellow and green flowers spraying from vases in the hotel lobby. Sunshine glared through the glass doors, and the people walking by on the sidewalk outside were just dark silhouettes. The desk clerk directed them to a piano tucked away in a corner behind a wall of potted trees and overstuffed flower vases. Georgie sat on the padded piano bench and stretched her hands, pulling her fingers back and out, but she didn’t touch the keys.

When she looked up, Alex was leaning on his elbows on the piano, his long, strong hands folded in front of him, watching her.

Georgie swallowed hard. “I don’t know why I even came down here. I can’t do this.”

“Can’t play the piano?” he asked. The confusion in his dark eyes was so palpable that she could almost see him calculating how on Earth Flicka could have been so mistaken.

“Oh, God, no. I love the piano. The Steinway in there looks like an impressive instrument. I just can’t perform.”

“Why not?” he asked.

Ye gods, what a loaded question. “I just haven’t for so long. I just can’t.”

“You don’t perform at all?”

“Not since Tanglewood. Flicka watched the last time I played in public.”

“My God.” His horrified eyes watched her. “You can’t stand in front of a crowd? You don’t need it?”

All those people looking at her, judging her, their eyes measuring every hesitation and snickering at every missed note until she stuttered to a panic-frozen stop. “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

“Is it that you can’t perform in front of a large crowd? Or is there a limit as to how many people?”

Even just him standing there was too much. “I was always nervous about performing. At Tanglewood, Flicka would talk me into going out on the stage, but I’ve never liked it. When I stopped taking formal lessons, it got worse. A lot worse. I don’t play for anybody.”

Like she went to the music department at four in the morning to practice so the whole, enormous building would be empty and there would be walls and dead space and more walls between herself and any listening ears.

Alex said, so quietly, “Play something for me.”

Her hands stretched over the keys, and she tried to push them down to play even a major chord, but as soon as a key neared the break point, just when the hammer inside the piano was poised to strike the string, something in her mind shouted Don’t! and she couldn’t press it.

Alex asked gently, “Does Flicka know you’re worse?”

“I don’t see how she would. We’ve been out of touch for a few years.”

“But she knows that you’ve got—” he paused, obviously considering whether to say the terrible words, “a problem with this.”

“She must have forgotten about it,” rather than that Flicka had decided to punish Georgie in a spectacularly cruel way.

Maybe Georgie deserved to try to face her fears, melt into an incoherent puddle on the floor, and have everyone from her childhood and current best friends laugh at her failure.

It would serve her right.

But she would never be able to walk as far as the piano in front of all those people, so Flicka couldn’t have her poetic justice.

“Anyway,” she said, “I can’t do it.”

“I can help you,” Alex said.

“And how could you do that? Hypnotize me? Doesn’t work. Psychoanalysis? There’s nothing there.”

“Of course not, but I don’t want you to play for them.” He leaned across the piano again, and his hair slid from behind his shoulder and hung, reflected in the black gloss of the piano’s lacquer. “I want you to play for me.”

Georgie stared down at her spidery hands hanging over the black and white piano keys. “I can’t.”

He walked around the piano and stood beside her, his slim hip right beside her cheek. A faint, masculine scent wafted from his clothes, a cologne, something soothing like green herbs. She was acutely aware that she could lean about six inches over and unzip his fly with her teeth.

Alex said, in a low, soft voice, “Play the middle C.”

She laid her thumb on the white key right in front of her waist and held it there, but she didn’t push down.

Alex stroked her arm from her elbow to her wrist with the back of his hand, soothing her. “Play it.”

She told her finger to push down, and she let the weight of her arm fall on her finger that was curled above the keys.

Her finger collapsed and wouldn’t press the key.

Alex shook his head, and his long hair swished over his shoulders. He turned his hand over so that his palm was on her wrist, and then he slid his hand over hers, covering her fingers on the keys with his own. The calluses on the pads of his fingers felt hard on her knuckles.

He stepped behind her, still not moving his fingers over hers. Warmth from his body drifted out of his suit jacket that opened around them, spreading over her bare back, and his cologne filled her nose like she was walking in the fields around Tanglewood.

He leaned over her, stretching his arms on both sides of her, caging her.

His whisper brushed the skin on her neck. “I’m not forcing you to do something you don’t want to. I’m letting you have what you want most, what you crave, but you dare not admit, even to yourself.”

“I’m afraid,” Georgie admitted, her voice breathy from fear at pressing that note and from his body so close to hers.

“Everyone is, in the beginning,” he said. “It can be terrifying to have an experience so desired, so primal, that you lose yourself. You have to trust me to take you through the place that terrifies you, to keep you safe, and to hold you until you emerge on the other side.”

Georgie couldn’t seem to catch her breath or move away from him. “We’re still talking about the piano here?”

Alex chuckled.

“Just the piano,” she said, but she leaned back, almost imperceptibly, maybe an inch, so that his mouth was so near her skin that his breath was a hot circle on her bare shoulder, and the scent of champagne in his mouth rolled down her skin.

“Let me do it for you, first,” he whispered.

Georgie closed her eyes, and the weight of his finger forced hers down.

A single note, a C, rang out of the piano and jarred against her skin.

She jumped, trying to flinch back, but Alex’s strong back was behind her and she only succeeded in pushing herself against his body.

His throaty chuckle beside her ear focused all her attention on her skin and her body, not on the piano.

She felt his other hand find her hip, and Alex rolled her pelvis forward, scooting her to the front of the bench. He climbed onto the bench behind her, straddling his thighs around her and pressing his chest to her back.

His business suit was very fine wool, and his white shirt was silky. The smooth material rubbed Georgie’s bare spine. The light chains that dangled down her back rolled against her skin.

Even just feeling with her back, his body was hard under the blue suit, rounded with muscle, and tight in the waist. His thighs pressed her hips and were thick with sinew under the thin fabric.

He leaned back and straightened the silver chains dripping down her back, and she thought that he held them for a moment because the band around her neck tightened across her throat. The chains fell against her bare back, and his body warmed her skin again.

He stroked his hand down her arm again, back down to the keyboard, and his strong fingers pressed three of hers down in a simple C-major chord. The notes vibrated through her until she was trembling.

“Shhh,” he whispered, his chin above her shoulder. She hadn’t realized that he was quite so tall, but he was. Georgie was five-feet-eight and used to being nearly the height of most men, but Alex was a lot taller than she was. Even his hands, lying over both of hers, were bigger and stronger than hers, and she had strong fingers from so many years of playing the piano.

He lightened his weight on her hand and released the chord, and her arm floated up with his. He moved their hands up the keyboard and pressed her hand down into the keys again, forcing her fingers to play a G-major chord.

This time, the shock of the loud clang and the panic in her blood almost drove her to her feet, but Alex slid his other arm around her waist, locking her body to his.

“You can do this,” he whispered.

He pushed her hand down again on the board, a G-minor this time, a sad note that tugged at her heart.

Breath dove into her lungs, and she gasped, looking at her hand on the keys with Alex sitting right there behind her. Her body wanted to run.

Georgiana Oelrichs was the pianist, not Georgie Johnson. Georgiana Oelrichs was absolutely terrified of being discovered. These loud chords that drew attention made her feel like she was being choked.

Alex moved their hands back to middle C, pressed the thumb of her right hand, then her pinky on the G, then each finger going down through the C-minor chord, a theme from Prokofiev’s Lieutenant Kijé Suite, and he lightened his hand.

Georgie played the next few measures with his hand hovering over hers.

“Beautiful,” Alex murmured near her ear, and his lips brushed her shoulder. Georgie closed her eyes. “Keep playing.”

Her left hand crept up, and she played the next few lines of the sad, wintry music with her eyes closed, Alex’s lips grazing her neck and shoulder, and his strong arm pressing her body to his.

When her hands slowed and the music began to trail off, Alex nipped her neck with his teeth, a bright blossom of pain, and he growled, “Keep playing.”

And she did.

Georgie played all the way through the end of the movement, almost fifteen minutes, with Alex’s hand first above hers, then retreating to her waist, then lying on her thigh, still. Her fingers hesitated at first between measures, then smoothed in their playing, and then she played and was lost in the music and Alex’s warm body all along her backless dress.

When she was done, she lifted her hands from the keyboard in astonishment. “I did it.”

“It was incredible,” Alex said, still sitting around her. “Play something else for me. Play whatever you’re working on.”

Her fingers found the keys, and even though her heart fluttered in her chest while Alex’s breath heated her neck, she played the short art song that she had been practicing in the private music rooms at Southwestern State that week.

Alex’s smooth cheek rubbed her shoulder, and his soft lips nibbled her skin.

Somehow, she made it through.

Somehow, she finished it.

She lifted her hands from the keyboard. “Oh, my God. I did it.”

“Yes,” he said, and his voice whispered over her neck, “you did.”

“But I can’t do that in front of all those people.”

“Just look at me,” Alex said. “Every second, I’ll be thinking about stroking your arm,” he ran his fingers down her arm, “or pulling you against me,” his arm around her waist drew her closer to him, pressing her bare back more tightly against the silky fabric of his shirt, “or biting the back of your neck.” His teeth scraped the nape of her neck.

Shivers ran over her skin. “I really don’t think I’ll be able to play a note if I’m thinking about that.”

“Yes, you can. I insist on it. Now, let’s discuss what song we shall sing for Her Royal Bossypants.” He stood and unwrapped himself from around her. “Do you know anything by Killer Valentine?” he asked.

“Not really. I don’t listen to pop,” she demurred, still stroking the keys in wonder that she had played with someone listening.

He walked back around the piano, and his eyebrows raised like she had said something shocking. His hand clutched his tie over his heart. “They’re not pop. They’re rock. They’re practically metal. They started off as East Coast Grunge.”

“Sorry,” and she shrugged. “I listen to so much classical that it’s pretty much all I listen to. I listen to modern stuff, though, stuff influenced by modern music, like Rhys Chatham.”

“Oh, well, Chatham,” Alex mocked. “A contemporary of Ozzy and Nine Inch Nails.”

“And I listen to Phillip Glass, although I like New Simplicity better than the atonal works. Wolfgang Rihm is good.”

Alex smiled. “I admit, it would be amazing to talk to someone about Wolfgang Rihm. After this little performance, we should have a drink and talk.”

“It didn’t sound like you want to get up there, either,” Georgie said, her hands still touching the keys.

“Pierre promised that he wasn’t going to ask me to perform last night because they had an orchestra, which was fine by me. But, new day, new rules. Evidently, Flicka’s rules.”

“Even royals music-mooch off their friends,” Georgie quipped, stroking her fingers over the piano keys.

“Quite. I think she’s needling her brother, one of her favorite pastimes. I’m not even supposed to be here. I was supposed to leave town early this morning, but I stayed when Pierre told me that Wulfram was eloping today. I wouldn’t miss that for the world. I have lost a hundred Euros on him because he married before Harry, and I had to see this with my own eyes.”

“Yeah, I know him from somewhere else, and I’m shocked, too. I didn’t think he was the type to ever get married.” Georgie couldn’t imagine what Rae had done to trap him, but she bet it was kinky.

“I thought he was a kindred spirit, but oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

“So you don’t plan to get married either?” Georgie asked, and she felt her smile widen on her face.

“Music is a bitch mistress, Georgiana. I don’t think she’ll share me with anyone else.”

“Are you a professional musician, then?”

“Not to speak of,” Alex said. “And you? Are you married, and am I thus another victim of foot-in-mouth disease? I didn’t see any rings.”

“Oh, Hell, no,” Georgie said. “Marriage is the last thing on my mind. I’ve got far too much to do, and my life is already a mess without a husband or a relationship of any kind. I’m already working on my law school applications, and I’ve got some pretty serious other responsibilities.”

Alex grinned at her from across the piano. “Good. It’s nice to not feel like a freak. With all the weddings going on, one sometimes feels an odd pressure.”

“Oh, my God, yes. I hate that. With each one of my friends who falls to the mighty institution of matrimony, I feel like everyone’s staring at me, trying to figure out when I’m getting married or if I’m a freak who won’t.”

“That’s it exactly,” Alex said. “We should pal around at these things, when we see each other, to fend off the matchmakers.”

“Deal.” Not that they would probably ever cross paths again. Georgie’s fingertips rested on the keyboard, and her fingers felt heavy, wanting to press the keys and make music. “What do you want me to play?”

“I didn’t bring any sheet music with me,” Alex confessed. “My guitar is in my room. I could play, but that would not satisfy Her Imperious Majesty. You know that she will not relent until she hears you play, and it will be today.”

Flicka had convinced their piano coach at Tanglewood to let her change the concert program at the last minute because she was bored with Chopin and wanted to play something modern, Abiya by James Erber, and they had set up a specially tuned piano just for her piece.

Georgie said, “Yeah, I can see how that will happen.”

“We could establish just a few chords as an introduction, and I can sing a cappella.”

“I can play by ear,” Georgie said. “If you sing something for me, I can fake it.”

He scrutinized her again, his dark eyes evaluating everything about her, from her expression right through to her brain. “You can do that?”

“It’s not that hard, especially for popular music. It’s not like it’s complex or anything.”

“Right. I have a song, something I was fooling around with. You want to hear it?”

“Okay. Refrain first.”

Alex drew a deep breath, glanced at her, and sang, “Because while I live, Because while I breathe, Because while my heart beats in my body, I will love you like we live in Alwaysland.”

He still sounded a little hoarse, like his voice had seen rough use lately, but the dark timbre had a masculine sound, and when he reached for the higher notes, his voice took on a clear, open tone, all the hoarseness gone.

Every note he sang was dead-center on key. Listening to his voice was like listening to a perfectly tuned piano or a ringing trumpet.

Georgie managed to keep her mouth from hanging open and analyzed the song instead of gawking at his voice.

The song had a nice melody line, and the harmonies were obvious.

When he was done, she asked, “What key do you want it in?”

“G is fine.” Alex leaned on the top of the piano, waiting.

“How about this?” She played a harmony line back to him, just simple accompaniment with some flourishes between the lyrics to layer in some sound.

His glance at her over the piano was shocked. “That’s entirely different than how I wrote it, but it’s interesting.”

“If you don’t like that one,” Georgie felt the need to show off, a stupid, stupid need, “I could play it like Chopin wrote it.” She clanged dramatic harmonics on the piano and ran the arpeggios hard and fast, syncopating some of the notes to increase the tension.

Alex laughed the full, ringing laugh of a singer with an over-developed larynx. The peals echoed off the marble floors and thick plaster moldings around the white ceiling.

“Or like Rachmaninoff.” Georgie turned everything down and played a sumptuous, romantic melody, filling the notes behind where his voice would be with floating harmonies.

Georgie watched his lips part. An impulse to grab him and kiss those luscious lips roared through her, and she lifted her hands from the ivory piano keys.

Alex said, “That’s gorgeous. Should I know who you are?”

She pulled her hands off the keyboard. The silence filled the air around them like thick smoke, like she couldn’t see through it to look at him. “No. I’m nobody.”

“You’re a professional musician, stage fright notwithstanding.”

“Nope. I’m a pre-law undergrad at Southwestern State.”

“Bullshit.” Alex stared at her, looking hard at her. She felt like he saw entirely through her when he did that. “If you’re not a professional classical musician, someone has profoundly missed your talents. You should have been auditioning for soloist roles in symphonies for years.”

Georgie folded her fingers in her lap. “Nope. I’m going to be a lawyer. Pianists do not make the fat stacks.”

“How old were you when you started playing?”

“Four.”

His dark eyes had turned very intense as he watched her, like he was noting every little finger twitch and flicker of her gaze. He asked, “Your parents, were they very strict about practicing?”

“Oh, yes. Two hours a day or else I couldn’t watch TV.”

“Two hours? And just television?”

“Once I was ten or eleven I practiced for four or more hours a day by myself.”

“But the way you played that—” He gestured to her hands on the keyboard.

“Was nothing,” she finished for him. “Sing the verses, so I can figure out how to accompany that part of your song.”

“Do it like Rachmaninoff. That was amazing.”

Georgie nodded. At least he liked Rachmaninoff.

“I’ll do my best,” she said, but even she could hear that her voice had started shaking again.

“Just keep your eyes on me.”

Georgie looked up into his warm brown eyes, exotically long with long, rich lashes. They practically glowed with dark fire.

Alex said, “You know what I’ll be thinking about.”

















Georgie’s First Performance







Georgie




Georgie sat at the piano in the corner of the wide room, her skin prickling from everyone staring at her.

Alex stood beside the piano, but where he should have been looking out at the audience clustered around their dining tables, he looked straight at her, his dark eyes blazing.

The music flowed through her head, and her hands drew it out of the piano.

But all she saw was Alex watching her, singing to her, telling her that he would love her like they lived in Alwaysland.

His eyes, his voice. Georgie was fascinated down to her core. Even though he stood across the piano from her, she could feel his hands on her waist holding her against his body, and on her leg, his fingers spread and almost sliding her dress up.

Rae and Wulfram von Hannover watched from the head table while Lizzy held up her phone and the other wedding guests watched him, but Alex sang to her.

Camera flashes lit Alex from the side and blotted out her vision for a moment, but his voice never faltered. Georgie held on. The padded piano bench felt firm under her thighs, and Georgie leaned forward to depress the pedals while her strong, limber hands danced over the keys, leaping between octaves and pouncing on the light notes.

In a few moments, the song was over, and Alex was holding his hand out to her. She reached over the piano, and her fingers found his. Alex led her around the piano, and dear God, people clapped.

Georgie kept her expression composed, a chilly New Englander who was unmoved by such emotional expression, but Alex’s slow smile and the fire in his eyes made her smile. The room wavered around them, almost ceasing to exist, as she stared into his eyes.

Charisma was not a strong enough word to describe how he endlessly fascinated her when he sang.

Alex led her back over to Flicka, and they sat at the round table crowded with china and crystal.

The nobles and royals congratulated her and Alex, though their comments seemed just a little snarky and condescending to him, but his easy smile remained amused as he took it in.

Flicka’s husband Pierre held Georgie’s fingers just a beat too long while congratulating her, and she plucked her hand out of his while thanking him. Nobody else seemed to notice the creeper vibes.

Georgie downed two tall glasses of champagne, trying to stop the shakes, and then she was afraid she was going to belch like an elephant.

Alex lounged in his seat beside her, drinking champagne, and they did indeed have a few moments to talk about Wolfgang Rihm, both of them expounding their theories and having lots of examples to back themselves up, and then laughing because Wolfgang Rihm had composed over five hundred pieces and they could support any crazy theory they wanted.

Alex’s eyes glittered with good humor, intelligence, and heat the whole time they talked. That gorgeous man riveted his full attention on her. He had intelligent ripostes for what he should but conceded other points gracefully.

He reached over and toyed with her finger, a subtle approach.

Georgie rubbed her thumb over his fingertips, which were rough and deeply callused on the ends, and his nails were trimmed back short. He played some sort of string instrument, and he played it a lot.

As she rubbed his fingertips, he stopped speaking for a minute as if he had lost his train of thought, then held her hand more firmly in his.

Georgie was having a hard time not leaping into his lap and necking with him. They both drank flutes of champagne as if to drown inappropriate urges.

A DJ wound up some good music, so she danced with Flicka, Rae, and Lizzy, still amazed that no one was laughing and pointing at her.

As Georgie wove on her feet and through the crowd back to the table, she felt a tug on her elbow. When she started to turn, Alex pulled her away from the crowd. She grabbed her purse hanging off the back of her chair as she trotted after him because even though she was tipsy, she still kept track of her passport and phone.

She tightened her hand around his, and he led her out into the corridor, the blond ends of his long hair fluttering around his shoulders as he strode ahead of her.

Once out the huge doors near the elevators, Alex whirled, shoved her up against the wall behind a plant, and kissed her hard, his tongue forcing her mouth open and his hands first on her arms, then behind her neck and around her waist. Georgie slid her arms around his neck and curved her body to his.

He broke away, his breathing ragged. “You were magnificent. I know how hard performing was for you, and I waited as long as I could stand so as not to scandalize Flicka and company. God, I want to touch you,” he growled near her ear, his lips on her neck. “I want to fuck you until you scream. Your room or mine?”

“Yours,” Georgie gasped as his hand cupped her breast through the thin silk of the dress. Lizzy might not think to check for their hair-scrunchie-around-the-doorknob signal in Paris.

“Bold. I like that.” Alex kissed her again, his hand almost sliding up into her hair, but he stepped away and led her to the elevator.

















#GetARoom







Georgie




In the elevator, Georgie stood against the back wall while Alex slid a keycard into a slot above the buttons, backed away from her, and stared at the flickering floor display the whole time, which just about drove her insane until she saw the black dome embedded in the ceiling.

Okay, Georgie didn’t want to end up immortalized as a GIF entitled #GetARoom, either. She twirled her purse dangling from her wrist to pass the long, drawn-out, agonizing seconds while the elevator ascended, the increased velocity dragging at her feet.

Far up in the hotel, the elevator doors parted, and Alex seized her hand again and tugged her out of the elevator. Three doors led off the short hallway, and Georgie realized they were up in the suites.

Alex said, “It’s small. The hotel was sold out. Flicka and her wedding party booked the better suites months ago, so I was only able to get a deluxe.”

Georgie’s heart jumped in her chest, and her hands felt empty because she wasn’t touching him. “Just get us in there.”

His grin bore a touch of desperation as he flung open the door and pulled her inside after him.

Georgie caught a glimpse of a blue and white living room and a dining room with a table for six, and the scent of the white rose bundles filled the rooms as Alex pulled her through the suite. In the bedroom, golden silk draped the bed, and a breeze fluttered the white curtains over the window that was open to a view over the skyline of Paris. She tossed her purse on a nightstand.

Alex grabbed her arms, whirling her around, and he pushed her against the closed door and kissed her. The scent of sweet champagne flooded her mouth, and she breathed deeply. His forearms were braced against the door around her head, almost caging her as he bent to her. Georgie wound her arms around his neck, her fingers sliding into his long hair at the back of his neck. Alex groaned against her lips and reared back, then dipped his head to run his teeth over her neck. He shrugged his suit coat off behind himself, the dark blue fabric falling on the carpeting

She dropped her hand, caressing his side through his shirt. Bulges of muscle rippled under her fingers. Even while his hot mouth blew champagne-scented breath on her neck, Georgie explored his body with her hands. She grabbed fistfuls of his shirt, pulling the fine cloth out of his waistband, and she ducked her hand under his shirt and soft undershirt beneath.

Ridges of muscle met her palm. He panted against her shoulder as she ran her palms and fingers into the furrows between his abdominals and up to the lean bulges of his pecs.

His hands smoothed over her hips, reaching for the zipper down her backside.

This felt tawdry, a quick fuck at a wedding with the guy she had performed a song with, and that was fantastic. Long-term relationships and even repeat sex weren’t on her agenda. Alex probably lived in Europe, and if they ever ran into each other again, they could be amicable and polite, and he would be just another guy that she used to fuck.

Perfect.

She slid her arms around his waist and down, stroking her hands over his tight ass. He gasped against her neck, then he found the zipper down her butt, unzipped it, and had unhooked the clasps that held the neckband up. The black silk slithered down her body and fell to her feet.

She was wearing only a thong under it because her boobs were small and her legs were tanned, plus she hadn’t wanted panty lines, and Alex’s fingers slipped over her bare skin, feeling her skin and flesh. “You’re strong,” he whispered.

“You bet.” Georgie was sliding the buttons of his shirt through the tiny buttonholes while his hands roamed her body, kneading her flesh. She struggled to reach the button under his tie. “Just so you know,” she panted, “I’m on the pill, but I always use one, but I don’t have any in my purse.”

His hoarse voice roughened further when he said, “I have some, and I always do, too.”

Alex wrenched his tie to the side, loosening it, and he dragged his shirts and tie over his head and threw it all aside. From under his shirt, the scent of his green, woodsy cologne and masculine musk—like he was a forest beast—puffed into the air, and she leaned toward him to breathe him in. A fine down of manly chest hair brushed her cheek, pale brown silk threads the color of his hair above the bleached ends.

Blue and green feathery tattoos crept over his shoulders and down the backs of his arms and covered his back in watercolor shades like the sea.

Georgie only glimpsed what she really wanted to spend some time looking at—his broad shoulders, long, lean body, and abdominals like a brick wall—before he was on her again, lifting her against his strong chest and behind her knees and carrying her to the bed. Georgie brushed his hair back behind his shoulder and kissed his skin, and his thick pecs rose and fell beside her.

He laid her on the bed and stripped her panties off, and his hungry gaze lingered on her before she whispered, “Your pants, take them off.”

Alex pushed his pants off, taking his shoes and socks with them, and he clambered onto the bed beside her. Again, he moved so fast that she only caught a glimpse of his thick cock, rosy on top and thick down the stalk, nested in brown fuzz at the base. He grabbed at the lid of his suitcase and threw a long ribbon of condoms on the bed beside her.

Oh, she liked ambition like that.

He was on her again, and Georgie clutched him around his neck. Under her hands, the skin on his back was rough, like furrows ran across it. Must be his tattoos.

His ravenous kiss and clutching hands stoked her passion, and within minutes, she was keening for him, desperate. She pushed at his hard, lean body, trying to shove him between her legs, but he mouthed her breasts, drawing them up with his hot mouth, as her body hummed with desire. She whispered, “Please.”

He picked his head up, and his grin may have been blurred with passion, but he licked three fingers and reached down between her legs, still watching her eyes.

As his wet fingers slid on her swollen skin, shocks ran up her body. He massaged her, his fingers slipping easily, and Georgie felt herself begin to tighten. She arched her back, pressing down on his fingers, gasping.

Alex knew what he was doing. Georgie might joke that she was falling in love, but damn, it was incredible to go to bed with a guy who liked to get a woman off.

He rubbed deep in her, sliding over her clit and deeper, dipping into her, his fingers taking on a perfectly metered rhythm that echoed her heartbeat. She whispered, “Alex!”

He leaned over and sucked on her breast, syncopating with his mouth, driving her higher.

She whispered, “Alex, I’m going to come.”

His fingers dipped deeper, sliding quicker in her center, and his thumb found her clit, rubbing both so-sensitive places with an insistent rhythm that tightened until she fell over the edge, and her body throbbed like a deep bass drum pounding through her.

She held him around his shoulders, her fingers tracing the rough rows on his shoulders, crying out with the intensity of it, her body contracting around his hand, and Alex crawled up her body. He kissed her hard, his hardness rubbed on her stomach. Her body still pulsed with the orgasm, and she panted and wiped the tears away from the corners of her eyes. “Oh, Alex. That was—”

“Not done yet,” he whispered.

He reared up above her—his muscled body glorious in the late afternoon golden sunlight streaming in the windows from over Paris—flipped her limp body over, and grabbed her hips, hoisting her ass into the air.

“Oh!”

The sound of plastic ripping reached her ears, and Alex drove himself into her center, still sensitive and quivering from the orgasm.

She cried out again and arched, not from exactly pain, but he filled her so deeply in her wet skin and trembling center that it overwhelmed her.

He stroked into her—long, hard strokes—rubbing inside her sensitized skin that felt almost raw from the intense orgasm, and the pressure inside her began to build again from deep inside.

Georgie rocked back, taking him in deep, his hardness pressing inside her with every stroke.

He held her hips, pulling her body back onto him, and Georgie gathered her elbows under herself so she could push back farther. He growled above her, and he leaned over her back, biting her shoulder.

Alex wrapped one arm around her waist, yanking her all the way up to her hands, and his left hand slid past her belly button, around the curve of her hip, and between her legs again.

She almost told him to stop, that her skin couldn’t take it, but his rough, callused fingers dragged on her folds, found her clit, and he pressed his fingers there and vibrated his fingertips like he was drawing a tremolo out of a violin, a shuddering, quaking oscillation in the note, and his fingers shook Georgie to her core.

She was coming again, immediately, so strongly, a blinding tightening and shattering release that reverberated through her body.

Georgie clutched the gold bedspread in her fists, her breath panting and crying out with each pulse, her legs shaking, as Alex punched up into her and grunted as he spent himself inside her, his body contracting with the force. He kept his weight off her with one arm braced on the bed. His long hair slid around her sides, and his warm forehead rested on her back.

His hand fell away from her clit, and he struggled to rise off her and pull himself out.

Georgie collapsed and rolled to her side, and after a few seconds, Alex lay beside her and drew her into his arms. His chest rose and fell under her hand, his thick muscles contracting and releasing with each breath. His heart pounded under her palm.

“That was incredible,” she said.

“You’re incredible.” His grating voice sounded more hoarse.

They lay there for a few more minutes until they could breathe normally. Georgie ran ten miles on most days, but this strenuous exertion had consumed her.

Awesome.

She asked, “You mind if I use your shower real quick?”

“Go ahead,” Alex panted, his ribs and hard abdominal ridges still expanding as he breathed deeply. “Better yet, I’ll wash you.”

“We’ve got to get back down there before we’re missed.” Georgie scooted away from him and stood up. Her wobbling legs barely held her. Her sore folds slipped against each other. “We don’t have time for Round Two.”

“I messed you up,” he said. “I should clean you.” Something glinted in his eyes, something mischievous.

“Oh, come on.” Georgie rolled her eyes and walked away from where he sprawled on the bed, and he did sprawl. He had to be several inches over six feet.

Alex rolled off his side of the bed and followed her in.

The bathroom had a large, glassed-in shower stall and a tub along one wall, all built out of shining marble. It wasn’t as opulent as the master bath of the Empire Suite, which had an enormous soaking tub in the center of the room, but it was a really nice bathroom. Georgie snagged a thick towel off the rack and started the shower.

Alex followed her in. The large shower stall had more than enough room for both of them. He had grabbed a rubber band off the counter and twisted his long hair into a man-bun on the back of his head.

“You really shouldn’t use naked rubber bands,” Georgie said, finding the soap. “They tear your hair.”

“Do they?” Alex frowned. He took the bar away from her and soaped a washrag.

“Yeah. You can buy covered ones anywhere.”

“I’ll make a note of it.” He lifted her arm and spread the warm soap foam over her skin.

“I’ve had long hair most of my life,” Georgie said.

“I just grew this out a few years ago.” Alex washed her back and bent his knees, wiping the foam down her legs. She looked down, tracing the aqua and teal tattoos that covered his back like paint had been splashed on him. A treble note peeked out of the color on his shoulder like it was drowning in a raging ocean.

“How come?” she asked, fascinated with watching him wash her. His hands on her were erotic, even though he wasn’t trying to be sexy. It felt very caring, even possessive. The only reason that she didn’t freak about it, she assumed, was because she knew that she would probably never see him again after she flew back to the States. With that very British accent, he must live in Europe.

He shrugged. “I suppose I wanted to look like a Bohemian musician.”

“But you’re not a professional musician,” she said.

“Not to speak of.” Alex lifted her thigh, placed her foot on his knee, and washed every intimate fold between her legs.

Yes, this felt very possessive. “So what do you do?”

Alex said, “You can’t tell from my name?”

“Alexandre?”

“Flicka introduced me by my duchy, probably just to rankle me. She needles everyone she can, every chance she gets. Plus, when she introduces people like that, she can’t be accused of omitting titles, which pisses some people off no end.”

Georgie laughed while Alex soaped her other leg, then turned her to soap her torso and her other arm.

Georgie asked, “So what’s your name, or your title, or whatever?”

“It seems ridiculous to introduce ourselves now—”

Georgie laughed some more.

His amused glance up at her seemed like he approved of her laughter. “My given name is Alexandre. My family name is Grimaldi.”

“And the other thing, Valentinois?”

He smiled a wry, sarcastic smile and stood. “It means that one of my ancestors was Princess Charlotte of Monaco, who was bestowed the title of Duchess de Valentinois, a French Duchy. The French, however, cite that inconvenient revolution of theirs as the reason why they have no nobility, so it means that I own a large house and some vineyards in France, even though I am Monégasque.”

“So you’re, um, a Duchess?” She tried not to look at the fishing tackle swinging between his thighs.

“I am Alexandre Grimaldi, the Hereditary Duc de Valentinois.” His accent became more sibilant French, sliding around the consonants, but his acerbic tone mocked himself.

“And that’s why you’re at Wulfram’s wedding.”

“I’m Pierre’s cousin, and so I was invited to Flicka and Pierre’s wedding last night, plus Flicka was a close friend in school because we were both interested more in music than the other things that went on, so I would like to think that I would have gotten an invitation, anyway. We were often transported to outside lessons together. She’s a few years younger than I am, but we became friends.”

“So what instrument do you play?”

He blinked his large, brown eyes. “I play several passably, not terribly well. I am one of those despicable, idle rich men who dabbles in music. You’re done. I’ll join you in a moment.”

Georgie was indeed squeaky clean, and she stepped out of the shower while Alex cleaned up. She found her dress crumpled on the floor and her thong among the snarled bedsheets and pulled them on. Alex’s wood and clean-grass cologne clung to her dress as she slipped it over her head.

Alex came out of the bathroom, a towel slung low around his hips. Muscle packed solidly over his lean body, from his broad shoulders down to the deep vee that pointed under the towel.

Yep, that’s right. She hit that. Georgie smiled.

He turned her and zipped her dress up over her butt, caressing her ass as he did. “So, what’s your phone number?”

Georgie picked his shirt up off the bed and threw it to him, then snagged her purse off the nightstand. “Let’s not screw this up with empty promises.”

“I want to call you,” Alex said, resting his arm on the wall beside her. He had taken the band out of his hair, and it swung past his shoulders.

“No, you don’t,” she said.

“Come on. What’s your phone number?”

“I’ll see you around.” She ducked under his arm and walked out of the bedroom.

He shook his undershirt out of his dress shirt and followed her, holding all the white fabric in one fist. “I’m serious. I’d like to call you, just to talk, if nothing else. We could meet somewhere.”

“Look, this was a wedding fuck. I’m a bridesmaid, for all purposes. You’re essentially a groomsman. It’s expected that you’ll put out.”

“I put out?” Alex began to laugh that ringing, singer’s laugh.

“Yes, you did, and pretty damn well, I’ll admit. And now it’s over.”

“I want to see you again,” he said, his tone firm. Obviously, his statement usually had some sort of authority behind it.

But not with her.

“Stop it. You live in Europe—”

“I never said that.”

“—or wherever. I live in BFE, USA. Let’s not fuck this up with sentimental shit.” She slipped her shoes on her feet and stood three inches taller, closer to his shoulder. He looked a little shocked. She cradled his chiseled jaw in her hand, a gesture of affection. “It was lovely fucking you. Now I’m leaving.”

Georgie opened the door to the hallway, pushed him back inside with one finger in his chest before he could protest again, and shut the door in his surprised face.
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Georgie made it back to the chattering reception in time for one last champagne toast to the bride and groom, standing among their beautiful friends and smiling at each other, and then people began to file through the lobby for the cars. The champagne was sweet in her dry mouth after the mad scruffing, and she was pleasantly sore between her legs. Aggressive men were her favorite.

The crowd rustled beside her as something small pushed through the people, Lizzy popped out from between two ladies in jewel-toned cocktail dresses. She announced, “Evidently, we’re going to a restaurant for supper before we head to the planes. Your friend will be there, too. Also, we’re riding home on The Dom’s private plane.”

“Oh, nifty.” There was no way Georgie would be able to dodge Wulfram von Hannover on a tiny, little private plane. She should rehearse an apology and explanation.

“The SUVs will be here to pick us up in a second,” Lizzy said, still practically hopping.

“Okay.” Look, I know that I didn’t tell you who I was, but I didn’t know you were related to Flicka, and you didn’t tell me your name, either, Georgie planned.

Their group was among the last to leave, and Georgie glanced over at Flicka’s group. Alex stood with them, his long hair brushed and shining, and he smiled when he caught her eye. He lifted a finger to Flicka and Pierre, a wait-a-minute gesture, and started walking toward her.

Georgie didn’t have to dodge Alex. There shouldn’t be anything weird between them, and it wasn’t like they were ever going to see each other again. She smiled at him as he ducked through the crowd toward her, his dark eyes intent on her.

The crowd ahead of her began walking, and Georgie moved with the crowd.

A bunch of security men in black flowed around Flicka’s group like a black fog, and then the whole group of them began moving toward the lobby doors and to the sidewalk outside.

As Alex approached her, her crowd jostled her toward the sunshine streaming in from the sidewalk outside. Rae and Wulfram von Hannover walked right in front of them, and their security men in black suits surrounded Georgie, too.

Theo the Medium Guy—now known in Georgie’s head as Radiant Sun God Dude since he had shaved that awful bristle off his face—had appeared and held Lizzy’s hand.

Great, they were all coupled off, too. Georgie was the only one with any sense left on the planet.

Alex continued swimming through the crowd as they broke out of the lobby into the afternoon sunshine. The trees had already leafed out, spreading patches of dark shade over the sidewalk, but the flowers were still blooming from every window box and planter along the street.

Georgie watched Alex as he smiled at her, his head sticking out of the crowd, and he had almost reached her when someone else grabbed Georgie’s arm from behind and yanked her back. Her purse slapped the back of her leg.

Sound smashed her ears, and Georgie recognized gunshots.

The crowd ducked and fell around her, the black-suited security guys falling on their charges, other people ducking and running.

More bangs cracked the air around her.

Georgie reached for Lizzy but grasped air and was being dragged backward.

A man in a black suit threw her up against the wall and demanded, “Georgiana Oelrichs?”

“No,” she lied. “No!”

“Yes. Madame von Hannover called you Georgiana Oelrichs.” His eyes narrowed, and he crammed his forearm up and under her chin. His accent became more guttural, more Russian, as he said, “We have been looking for you for a very long time.”

A hand appeared on the Russian’s shoulder.

Alex loomed above the man’s head.

Alex yanked the Russian away from Georgie. He wheeled the man around by his shoulder and shook him. “What the hell are you doing!”

She staggered forward when his arm stopped crushing her throat and coughed.

Alex drew back his fist to punch but the Russian twirled, yanking himself out of Alex’s grip, and ran into the panicking crowd around them.

Georgie straightened, and the wall exploded right next to her.

The SUVs on the street roared and jumped forward, leaving them there.

Alex grabbed Georgie and crouched over her, pulling her inside the hotel, as more gunshots slammed into the facade on the hotel and sprayed sharp marble chips around them.

She ran, trying not to let Alex shield her but he held her under him as they sprinted the few steps inside.

Men in black suits ran in after them and took up defensive positions inside the hotel, aiming guns out the doors.

Alex held her hand and dragged her toward the stairs. They ran up six flights, and Georgie thanked Jesus and Mary that she ran cross-country every day. Alex shoved his keycard in a door that led out of the stairwell and took her to his room.

Georgie was breathing hard, partly from panic but some from sprinting up six flights of stairs, when Alex slammed the door behind them. She clutched her purse to her chest like a shield.

She yelled, “You’re not even winded!”

“Are you all right?” He locked the doors and came over to her.

“I’m fine. Why aren’t you winded!” She was focusing on the wrong things and her whole body quaked.

“Breath control. Are you sure you’re not hurt?” He brushed marble chips and dust out of her hair.

“I’m fine, I think. Where’s Lizzy, and Rae, and oh my God, where’s Flicka?” Georgie leaned against the wall, her heart flopping in her chest like a fish on the beach. “I can’t believe he grabbed me, here, in public.”

Alex still flexed his fists. “I can’t believe, in this day and age, that someone would take advantage of a crisis situation to try something like that.”

Georgie could believe it. She rubbed her throat where the skin felt burned. “I knew this would happen someday.

“This isn’t the nineteen-sixties when men chased secretaries around the desk. Why on God’s Earth would he do that?”

“I—what?” Georgie blinked hard, as if clearing her sight would help her understand.

“Grabbing you like that. Molesting you in public. We should call the police. He should be arrested for sexual assault.”

Alex had the motive exactly wrong, but the last thing Georgie needed was her old name associated with the new name on her passport. “I just want to know if Flicka, Rae, and Lizzy are all right.”

Alex held his long hair back from his face. “I should go after him. I should beat the shit out of him for touching you, for grabbing any woman like that, but especially you.”

“It’s okay, Alex.” Her hands weren’t shaking as much. “I just want to go back to the US. I don’t want to have to go to the police station and give a statement or come back here for any reason. I just want to go home.”

“I’ll have him tracked down. I’ll make sure he never bothers you or any other woman, ever again.”

“Don’t.” They would go after Alex, too, and then the circles of violence would spread. “It’s over. I’m okay.”

He stepped closer, raising his fingers toward her shoulder, but he stopped with his hand in the air. “Can I touch you?”

At least he knew how to act around an assault victim, even if he had entirely misunderstood the nature of what had happened, and that was just fine with her.

She reached up and took his warm hand. The calloused ridges on his fingertips rubbed her fingers. “I really am okay.”

Alex wrapped his arms around her. “I’ll make sure you’re safe. I’ll protect you.”

She gently detangled herself from his long limbs. Even though an offer of safety seemed terribly attractive, he couldn’t promise that. “We have to make sure that everyone is all right.”

“We should check in,” Alex said, pulling his cell phone from his pants pocket. “Do you have Wulfram’s security contact?”

“Lizzy and I just got here a few hours ago. We didn’t even change the SIM cards in our phones.” She jiggled her purse, indicating her phone.

Alex held his phone to his ear. “Quentin is Pierre’s Head of Security. I’ll check in with him, and we can get Wulfram’s contact numbers. After we check in with Big Brother’s security, we’ll stay in my room until we know what our next move is.”

Georgie leaned on the wall behind her. Her legs still felt like rubber bands were wound between her bones. “Big Brother?”

“That’s what Flicka used to call her brother, Wulfram. He had people watching her from the shadows all through school. She became adept at escaping his security, but they often found her within minutes. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had earned that white wedding dress, considering how many men with guns surrounded her at all times.”

“God, I hope they’re okay,” Georgie said, clutching her hands in front of her.

“Bon jour, Quentin?” He continued in French, and Georgie couldn’t follow the rest of what he said. Really regretting taking Spanish and Mandarin right now.

Alex hung up. “Flicka and Pierre are unharmed and en route to their plane. Wulfram’s head of security is with him and they are fine, so Luca Wyss is in charge here. I have his phone number. Would you like to use my phone?”

“Yes. Please.”

Alex thumbed the screen of his phone and handed it to Georgie. It rang twice before a man’s bass voice said, “Say Luca Wyss.”

“I only speak English.”

“I speak English.”

Georgie said, “This is Georgie Johnson, Georgiana Johnson. I’m here with Alexandre—” She looked up at him.

“Grimaldi,” Alex said.

“Grimaldi, and we’re fine. We’re in his room, upstairs.”

“If you are being held against your will, say a number between one and five.”

“No! I mean, six! No, I’m fine. We’re fine. Is everyone else all right?”

“We do not provide operational information during an attack.”

“Please! Please tell me if they’re all right!” she begged. Georgie’s legs started to buckle, and Alex took her arm and led her to the couch.

Luca Wyss whispered, “At this time, we have no information of any casualties, either fatalities or injuries, and all but two people have now checked in. It appears that the snipers were very poor shots.”

“Thank you. Who hasn’t checked in?”

“Operational security.”

“Okay. I understand. Do either of the names rhyme with whizzy?”

Luca Wyss cleared his throat. “No.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

“Thank you for checking in. We will have vehicles leaving the hotel for the airport as soon as everyone is secured here. Can I contact you at this number?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Stay in the room. Keep the door locked. We will contact you when it is time to leave.”

“All right. Thank you.”

“Good day, Ms. Johnson.”

She hung up. “He said that I should stay here.”

“You should stay here.” Alex ran his knuckles down the side of her face and tucked a hank of hair behind her ear. Her schoolmarm bun must be falling down.

“I could go to my own room. You can call me on the hotel phone when they want me to go to the cars.”

“That wasn’t a request.” He took her hand, and his serious stare right in her eyes unnerved her. “You need to stay here when I can protect you.”

“Alex, I’m okay. Really.” She was halfway sure that she could walk to her room without falling into a heap. “You don’t need to make sure everything is under control.”

He blinked his soft, brown eyes. “I always make sure that everything is under control. Everything.”

“That sounds like a lot of stress.”

“Sometimes.”

“What do you have to keep under control, your estate and your vineyards in France? I thought you were one of the idle rich?”

“Other things,” he said. He ran his knuckles beside her ear and down her neck. “What should we do in the meantime?”

A big, black guitar case slanted against one of the armchairs. “Play something for me.”

“I shouldn’t sing,” Alex said. “I am recovering from a throat infection. That is why I am so hoarse.”

“Just the guitar,” she said. “Play ‘Alwaysland’ for me, the way it’s meant to be played.”

His brown eyes took on a terrible wariness, and he dropped his hand away from her face. “All right.”

















Alwaysland







Alexandre de Valentinois




Alexandre could feel it streaming back at him.

The late afternoon sunlight poured in the windows, alighting on the blue couches and yellow silk armchairs and spreading across the blue and gold carpeting. The warm flowers released the last of their sweet scent into the air, perfumed roses and spicy hydrangeas with scents like sable fur and tingling chimes.

He felt like he was barely holding on to the here-and-now, the Parisian light and sweet air, but just beyond his vision lurked the darkness and hot pressure that was waiting for him on the other end of a plane ride.

As he reached for the black guitar case, a black miasma swirled between his fingertips and the fiberglas case.

He grabbed the case anyway and yanked it open. The base was too thick, and he turned his body so that Georgie wouldn’t see that there was obviously another compartment in it. The honey-colored guitar lay nestled in black velvet padding inside.

As he picked it up, he touched a string, vibrating a G note into the air.

Ripples of blue swam across his vision, not blocking anything out, precisely. It was more like he immediately remembered seeing them there a second ago.

He grabbed the neck of the guitar, silencing the steel string, but he could feel it creeping up on him again like obsession. He should have left the guitar on the bus, but he couldn’t travel without the other one.

Some musicians had hidden compartments in their guitar cases for heroin and their works. Others had bags of cocaine or pot.

Alexandre had his own addiction, one that was perhaps more destructive.

With the guitar in his hand, he slapped the lid closed so Georgie wouldn’t see.

As he turned around, he felt the other creeping up on him, hardening him, but he pushed it away. He was supposed to have a few more hours.

Alexandre sat on an armchair and propped the guitar between his knees. “Are you sure that you want to hear ‘Alwaysland?’”

“It seems like a great song. I’d like to hear what you did with it.”

He swallowed hard. “I shouldn’t sing.”

“Yeah, I know. Just the music, then.”

Alexandre warmed up his fingers, and the music flowed through his head and behind his eyes. “Alwaysland” was composed in shades of blue and teal with just enough amber running through it to liven up the tones, a melancholy tune.

He segued into the melody, picking out the melody line on the top couple string while he played the harmonies that he had written with the deeper tones.

Within a few minutes, he couldn’t help himself and began to hum along to warm up his voice. His voicebox warmed, flushed with blood, and his mind settled into the music.

In another few minutes, he was singing in a low, breathy voice, still with an open larynx to let the air through until he warmed up.

Sapphire and ocean green streaked with sunset swirled around Alexandre, and he felt the music wave through every cell in his body. Yes, he had written it and it was a part of him as much as a child would be, but when he performed it, he lived it again, and his heart pulsed and shattered with each lyric line. The chord change at the end brought in deep maroons and golds.

The song ran out, and he almost called it back to run through it again, but it was better to let it end.

Alexandre opened his eyes, and he was in a hotel room in Paris with a girl.

Georgie was staring at him, her tawny brown eyes wide and stunned. “Your voice is really evocative.”

He looked down into his reflection in the glass coffee table. The man there held a guitar, and his long hair draped over the fretboard. He looked like he thought he was a rock star, but that was all far away. “Thanks.”

“That was absolutely beautiful.”

Alexandre glanced over at her, sure that she had finally recognized him. A lot of people didn’t recognize him just by looking at him.

But his voice, especially with the guitar, exactly as it was recorded, that was too much, and a lot of people would nail who he was.

Georgie’s open expression, though, honest and a little arrogant about her own music, hadn’t changed. She had changed her opinion of him but not her concept of him.

This was pretty damn cool. He could get honest feedback from a classical musician. “What about the music?”

“It was gorgeous. Completely different than what I expected. I heard a little Franck in there, which makes sense considering the religious symbolism in the lyrics. Are you Catholic?”

“Recovering,” he admitted.

“Me, too. The symbolism, though—”

“It still resonates.”

“Yeah.”

“And the lyrics?” he asked. With anyone else, that would have been fishing for compliments.

“Gorgeous. Heartfelt. A little clichéd in places.”

“You think so?” He frowned.

“You’re just throwing some of those words in there. In the second verse, you’re using the whole ‘ring’ thing at face value instead of contrasting it or using its opposite somewhere, so yeah. There are other things you could have done with it to unpack the metaphor.”

Alexandre frowned. Honesty kind of sucked.

He leaned his elbows on his guitar. “I suppose so.”

While he smiled at Georgie, he felt more solid, more real. He had heard from Flicka that Wulfram had found his wife by hiding their “dynastic problems,” as Flicka called them, and Rae had fallen in love with him, and then she had stayed with him anyway.

Alexandre didn’t want Georgie to fall in love with him. He wanted to discuss Wolfgang Rihm and Philip Glass and the New Simplicity movement, even that dilettante Rhys Chatham, and he disparately needed someone to discuss his own music with, a sounding board, a first listener, someone who knew what they were talking about, and he needed to know that she wouldn’t be influenced by that whole crazy world out there, that echo chamber that he had unwittingly constructed, even if honesty kind of sucked.

“Georgie,” Alexandre said. “There’s something else I’d like your opinion on.”
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Georgie held onto the arm of the couch, trying not to fall off of it and beg him to fuck her again. Great music had that effect on her.

The late afternoon sunlight glinted on the blond ends of Alex’s long hair that swung over his guitar as he played, and the slanting beams highlighted the sharp lines of his cheekbones and square jaw.

He was singing another song, still in that breathy warm-up voice that sounded like he was whispering in Georgie’s ear. The deep throatiness sounded just like the timbre of his voice when he had been breathing on her shoulder, both when she was panicking at the piano bench and when they had been in bed.

Hearing that raspy, sexy sound, Georgie was really regretting not shagging Alex again, maybe right there on the couch or maybe dragging him to the bedroom just through the ivory and gold door.

His fingers fluttered on the strings of the guitar. His long, very strong, callused fingers bowed when he plucked the strings, and he didn’t just slap his hand over the frets to play chords. He tapped his fingers down the frets, playing each note like he was playing classical guitar, but his fingers on the fretboard weren’t bent quite right.

Georgie looked more closely, analyzing.

He had known all the parts of Ravel’s string quartet, like he had played one of those instruments: the violin, the viola, or the cello.

He leaned his head to the right, exposing a dull, red callus on the left side, underneath his jaw.

The way his hand had thrummed when he had played her body to a screaming crescendo became vibrantly clear.

She said, “You play the violin.”

Alex looked straight at her and scoffed, “I do not.”

“Then why are you holding your fingers on those strings like a violinist?”

“I didn’t take formal guitar lessons until I had been playing for a few years. I picked it up and taught myself.”

“Because you could already play a stringed instrument. Play your violin for me.”

“I don’t play the violin.”

Georgie looked slanted at him, wondering why he was arguing so hard. “You have a violin hickey.”

Alex’s left hand twitched, like he had started to raise it to the side of his neck to hide the pink callus under his jaw, and he knew that it should be on his left side.

“Do you have it with you?” she asked.

He glanced at his guitar case.

“Play it for me.”

Alex walked over to his oversized guitar case. Built into the back of the velvet was a small, hourglass-shaped compartment. He opened it and extracted a violin.

When he wedged it between his chin and shoulder, the sun reflected off the wood, glowing in the deep, old varnish.

Even though Georgie was a pianist, she had been in the presence of enough concert-quality instruments to recognize one.

Even the way he limbered up the bow was exquisite and spoke volumes about how long he had been playing, probably most of his life, probably hours every day. Maybe many hours.

“Alex,” she said, wanting to ask more.

His sharp glance silenced her.

Alex’s fingers attacked the strings, and he drew forth the striking lines from Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, with such precision and clarity and perfect tone that Georgie thought she was going to need to change her panties, except for the haunted look in his eyes.




Beethoven’s Fifth

Arranged/Performed by David Garrett




The music buffeted the room, the frantic lines swirling like angry spirits in the air. It sucked all the air out of Georgie’s lungs.

When he spun the last notes out of the violin and let the bow drop to his side, Georgie wiped her eyes and said, “My God, Alex. You can’t tell me that you’re not a professional musician.”

“I’m not a violinist,” he said.

“Yes, you are. You may not be paid to perform, but Holy Mary, Mother of God, Alex! That was incredible.”

He tucked the violin back in its hidden compartment. “I would prefer not to discuss it.”

Georgie smeared her eye makeup again, trying to clear her vision. “Then it was a gift, and thank you, because it was absolutely beautiful.”

“Maybe someday we can discuss it.”

“You’re fishing for my phone number again.”

“I have a better idea.” Alex held out his hand. “Give me your phone.”

She dug the dead thing out of her purse and handed it to him, checking that her passport was still there as she did.

Alex turned it on and tapped the screen. “There. Now you have my number.” He handed the phone back to her. “Call me if you want to further discuss Wolfgang Rihm.”

His solemn expression touched her heart a little, but Georgiana Oelrichs was the one with the soft heart. Soft little hearts could be smashed.

The name he had tapped into her contact list was Alex G, which seemed so unassuming, and was just a few contacts above Flicka vH. “Okay,” she said.

Music filled their air, Metallica, if Georgie placed the heavy metal music right, but that was a long-shot. Georgie could differentiate different classical pianists by their phrasing better than she could tell modern musicians apart

Alex pinched his phone from his pants pocket and answered it, “Ouais? Merci.” He tapped it, hanging up. “Understandably, the wedding supper is cancelled, and your ride to the airport will be here in ten minutes. They’ll collect your luggage from your room.”

“Where’s the car going to be?” Nerves shivered in Georgie’s chest.

“Out front.”

Georgie’s hands clenched into fists, and she took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves.

Alex inclined his head to the side, and the blond tips of his hair hung over his shoulder, strands of gold glistening on the dark blue fabric. “You don’t want to go out there again.”

“That guy might still be there.”

“You don’t think it was merely opportunistic, then?”

“No,” she admitted.

“Have you seen him before?”

“No.”

He frowned, confused. “I could walk you to the car.”

“Are Wulfram’s guys still here?”

“They would doubtlessly be around the car and will probably ride with you. Do you want to hear another option?”

“Sure!”

“I’ve occasionally had to sneak out of places. Most of these hotels can take you out the service entrance or have a private entrance in an underground garage. Quite honestly, knowing Wulfram’s obsession with security and mitigating risk, I’m surprised that he didn’t use it. I’ll suggest that to Wyss.”

“What else does Big Brother do?”

He shrugged and began to smile for the first time since she had accused him of having a violin. “He used to badger Flicka about security when she was a teenager, and we all called him an old fussbudget or Herr General due to his private paramilitary force. Yet, when something like this happens, and it appears that it has happened twice in two days—”

“Twice in two days? Somebody shot at Rae and Wulfram yesterday, too?”

Alex nodded. “—then we all remember why he is so careful, and some of us think seriously about beefing up our own security.”

“Why is he so careful?”

“Hang on.” Alex dialed his phone again. “Monsieur Wyss?” and continued in French for a few minutes. After he hung up, he said, “We’ll meet them at the service entrance in five minutes. In the meantime,” he glanced down at her black cocktail dress embellished with shining, tinkling silver chains, “let’s see if we can make you less recognizable.”

















Sneaking Out







Georgie




Georgie tugged the waistband of Alex’s black sweat pants up and cinched the string more tightly. In the full-length mirror, she looked smaller, wearing his over-sized gym clothes rolled up at the ankles and wrists. His sweatshirt was so big that it looked square on her and the shoulder seams rode halfway down her arms.

Her casual clothes were at odds with the ornate gold frame around the mirror stuck on the wall. A regal mirror like that should only reflect ball gowns or white-tie tuxedos.

Alex frowned over her shoulder. “They’ve only seen you with your hair in a bun. Contrary to the usual protocol, you might want to brush out your hair.”

She started pulling hairpins from behind her head. “Do you have a comb or something?”

“Oddly for a man, yes. I have several.”

“That’s convenient.” She dropped the pins on the alabaster marble of his bathroom countertop while he hunted among the drawers. Her hair tumbled and uncoiled behind her back.

He dipped his hand in a drawer and picked out a hair brush. “I found it. I—” He glanced at her. “Wow.”

“What?” She shook her hair out, fluffing it at the roots to get rid of her hairache.

Alex was staring at her hair. “It’s really long.”

“I get it trimmed.”

He looked at her through the mirror, admiration shining in his eyes. “It’s almost to your waist, and it’s really healthy.”

“I’ll take that as a complement from someone who understands.”

He separated a section out and began brushing it, starting from the ends. Her hair curled in wide spirals from being so tightly wound for hours. “It’s so thick, and you don’t have a split end in here. Half those little bottles over there are still full.” He gestured to the corner of the counter, where a bunch of very high-end hair stuff was falling all over the place. “My stylist gave me a big bag of all that stuff and told me to use them, but I don’t know what to do with half of them.”

“I can do that myself.” Georgie made a feint at the hairbrush.

He dodged her grasping hand. “Let me.”

“You have a thing about long hair?” she teased.

His glance at her, making eye contact through the mirror, had decidedly more heat this time. He coiled her long hair around his fist. “I just wish I’d known how long it was, earlier.”

He let her hair fall and continued to brush it out.

Georgie felt the flush first as her cheeks heated, but when she looked back at herself in the mirror, her lips were fuller, and her pupils had dilated so much that there was almost no hazel-brown left in her irises.

Damn. They had only minutes until they had to be downstairs, and then she should never see him again.

Right?

Even if she kind of wanted to know what he might do with her hair locked around his hands?

Idle curiosity was no reason to deviate from her general guidelines that had kept her unattached and free to pursue her redemption.

Yet, as she watched him brush out her hair until it was shining and that look of intense interest that focused his dark eyes on each brush stroke, she remembered that she had his phone number in her phone.

She should delete that as soon as she was alone.

Georgie blurted, “Do you text?”

“Yes.” He smoothed the brush over her scalp and down her back.

“Okay.”

His eyes didn’t even flicker up to hers as he brushed her hair. “There. All done.”

He ran his hand down her hair like he was feeling silk.

“Okay. So we’re ready?” she asked.

“Almost.” Alex left the bathroom for a few seconds while Georgie stared in her own light brown eyes in the mirror and told herself to get a fucking grip.

He came back with two black baseball hats and mirrored sunglasses. He tossed one baseball cap on her head and handed her a pair of the glasses.

The silver-coated sunglasses were too wide for her face, blocking even some of her cheekbones with their rounded-triangle lenses.

She looked like a giant, black bug.

But not like Georgiana Oelrichs.

Alex coiled his hair up inside his hat and donned the sunglasses, which seemed incongruous with his dark blue business suit, but she wasn’t the expert at sneaking around.

He said, “Let’s go.”

Georgie grabbed her purse and followed him through the hallways, her feet quiet on the lush carpeting. Instead of taking the elevator, they walked down the stairway, and at the lobby floor, a concierge met them.

The liveried concierge bowed slightly at the waist. “Mr. Grimaldi, I’ll guide you the rest of the way.”

“Thank you,” Alex said.

The concierge slid his keycard into a different door than the one that led to the lobby, one behind where they stood, and the light on the card reader blinked green with a grinding pop from the door. He stood aside and opened his hand toward the door. “Monsieur?”

“Merci, Monsieur.”

Alex walked through, so Georgie followed. The baking-bread scent of croissants swarmed around them like a fog, so strong that Georgie almost stopped among the gleaming silver countertops and steel shelves to inhale as much as she could.

Good Lord. They were in the kitchens.

The concierge led the way through the white-uniformed chefs, and Georgie trotted to keep up with Alex’s long-legged stride.

Huge steel doors like bank vaults towered in the hallway to the back entrance, which must be the cold rooms and freezers. The concierge opened the last door and said, “Your car is waiting at the end of the loading dock.”

“Thank you.” Alex shook his hand.

Georgie glimpsed a piece of lime green paper move from Alex’s hand to the concierge’s, whose even-toothed smile made him seem very pleased with five minutes worth of work.

“I’ll pay you back,” Georgie said as Alex settled his hand on her lower back and propelled her toward the waiting black car. The growl of the big engine echoed off the dead gray concrete in the parking garage.

At the end of the dock, Alex jumped the foot and a half down and turned to hold her hands as she jumped.

“That was seriously impressive,” Georgie said.

“I’ve had to sneak out of a few hotels in my time,” Alex smirked. In his silver lenses, she could see her own black-hatted, sunglass-shielded reflection.

“Disgruntled husbands?”

“If only it were so simple as one or two irate men.”

“More than two? Impressive.”

“You have no idea.”

The car idled beside them, belching alcohol-scented exhaust that irritated Georgie’s throat, but Alex wrapped one arm around her waist, dragged her to his body, and kissed her. Shock at his sudden move melted into desire, and she wanted to stay. His warm lips grabbed hers and parted, and Georgie opened her lips to him as he stroked his tongue over hers. She held him around his neck, smooth but for the few silky hairs that had fallen out of his baseball cap. His body under her hands, long and lean and muscled, felt perfect to her.

Alex backed off, still sucking at her lips, and spun her toward the car. The door was open and he bent with her, letting her begin to climb in.

“Aren’t you coming?” she asked.

“No. Wulfram’s plane is at Charles de Gaulle. My plane is at Orly.”

“I’ll pay you back,” she insisted. “It’s important to me. It really is.”

“Then you’ll have to call me to arrange that, won’t you?” Mischief snapped in his dark eyes as he began to close the car door, and she tucked her legs inside in a hurry.

He shut the car door and thumped on the roof, stepping back as the car pulled away. Georgie recognized the driver as one of the black-suited men who had surrounded them when Wulfram and Rae had crossed the sidewalk to the waiting SUVs before the gunshots rang out.

Another black car was pulling up behind Georgie’s as they drove away, and she watched out the back windshield.

Alex took off his black baseball hat and shook out his long hair that fluttered in the breeze that funneled through the garage. The man driving the next car jumped out and ran around to open Alex’s door for him, and he stepped inside.

















Plane Ride Home







Georgie




Georgie’s car drove her to the airport and to a small terminal on the outskirts of the field, and once again, she recognized the private terminal that private planes departed from. A lot of people were there already, and Rae and Wulfram’s heads stuck out above the crowd.

Georgie scanned again. She didn’t see Lizzy, but finding Lizzy in crowds was a difficult task on the best days. She looked for the hole in the crowd like an empty parking spot in a crowded row, but no dice.

She trotted over to Rae and Wulfram and asked, “Where’s Lizzy?”

Rae hugged her around the neck, hard, and Georgie squeaked a little.

Rae said, “I so glad you’re okay!”

“Well, yeah. But where’s Lizzy?”

Wulfram, ever the calm eye in the storm, glanced over the crowd, verifying that Lizzy was missing. Must be nice to have that eagle’s eye view from up there. “I don’t see her. I’ll confirm her whereabouts.”

He walked away to talk into his phone.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Rae said. “There are four more cars that are still on the freeways.” She looked up, her bright auburn hair gleaming in the sunlight slanting in the windows. “I think this is our plane.” She ducked her head, embarrassed.

“Wow,” Georgie said.

“That’s what I keep saying. I’m afraid that Wulf is getting tired of hearing me going, ‘Wow,’ ‘Wow,’ every time something completely normal for him happens.”

Georgie laughed at her. “You seem to have recovered well from being shot at.”

Rae shrugged. “Just a normal Sunday on the Border. They weren’t even good shots.”

“No one was hurt?”

“That’s the word so far.”

Wulf walked back, as composed as ever. He tucked his cell phone in his pocket.

Rae asked him, “What’s wrong?”

“Lizbeth and Theophile are unaccounted for,” he said. “We have assurances that they are checking the hotel and environs. We won’t leave without them.”

Rae hugged him, but Georgie, ever the New England old money stock, said, “Thank you for the update.”

“My pleasure, Georgiana.”

“Quick question,” she said. “Did you ever know my old, previous last name?”

He smiled a cold, still smile. “I was aware of your name and some of your family’s problems before I hired you. I was not aware that you were acquainted with my sister. I shall have a more detailed discussion about that with her.”

“I’m making reparations,” Georgie said.

Wulfram nodded. “I’m aware of that.”

“You are?” She almost let her mouth drop open.

“It’s why I hired you.”

“Oh.” Her heart beat against her chest walls, and her cheeks burned hot.

“I’ll let you know when we have word of Lizbeth.”

“Thanks.” Georgie walked away on trembling legs to go sit down.

As she walked away, she heard Rae ask, “What was all that about?”

“A private matter,” Wulfram said, his deep voice even.

“Oh, then it’s in the vault. I’ll just have to ask her.”

Georgie heard that bizarre chuckle again that sounded almost like how The Dom would laugh, if The Dom ever laughed.

Georgie curled up with her arms around her knees in a chair and waited to board the plane. Her hair drifted around her, annoying her by catching on everything, so she gathered it into a bundle and braided it, tying the end in a knot to keep it from unraveling.

She smoothed her hands down over Alex’s gym clothes that she was still wearing. They kept her snugly warm, despite the chilly air inside the terminal, and she felt a little like he was hugging her.

It was a nice thought, and she missed him.

Now, that was stupid, missing a guy who was just a wedding fuck.

Who was also an amazing musician, whom she could talk to about music, and who worked on his own music.

Who had saved her from the Russian mobster when she had needed help.

Who had played his violin for her, which she suspected was a rare and precious thing.

Who had not laughed at her for not wanting to walk through the lobby, and who had been very good at helping her escape unnoticed.

Who was very, very good in bed, and that was not something that should be discounted lightly.

Georgie was still stewing about Alex, batting him around in her head, measuring him against the absolute fact that she had no right to fuck around with anyone, when a voice announced in English that the von Hannover group could now board the plane.

Lizzy still hadn’t arrived.

Worry knotted in Georgie’s chest. Alex wasn’t the most important thing in her life at that moment.

Georgie borrowed a tablet from the cache at the front to read a book on the flight and watched for Lizzy.

A half an hour passed. A few more people arrived and took seats.

Wulfram walked from the back and conferred with one of his men in black. Georgie had known Wulfram for a few years, but she wondered absently if his security guy, Dieter Schwarz, was his brother from another mother. They were the same height, same blond military haircut, though Wulfram’s looked a tad more regulation-tight, and they might be able to borrow each other’s black suits if the need arose. The security guy had gray eyes, though, whereas Wulfram’s were that startling dark blue.

After a few moments of whispered, seemingly casual conversation, Wulf began to walk toward the rear of the plane again.

Georgie unbuckled her belt and stood, waving to catch his eye. “Lizzy?”

Wulfram leaned on the aisle seat and said, “They’ve found her, and she’s at the hotel. She’s fine. She’ll be on the later flight.”

Relief poured over her like ice water, and she dropped back in her seat. “Oh, my God. Thank God. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”

Wulfram muttered, “Indeed,” and he made his way to the back of the plane.

Georgie could go home and sleep in her dorm room, and then she could muster the diligence to delete Alex G.’s number from her phone.

















Where's Lizzy?







Georgie




Monday morning, Georgie woke in her own narrow bed in the dorm after three inadequate hours of sleep. Daylight streamed in the row of windows set high on the wall, dappled with the shadows of leaves from the tall trees out there. Must be late.

Her neck ached from trying to sleep sitting up on the plane and generally failing, and fatigue still weighed her down from her early morning schlep out to the parking garage to find her car and drive home in the dark.

The other bed, the empty bed, still had no sheets on it from when Lizzy had stripped the bedcovers off to throw them over Theo’s car right before their frantic flight to Paris.

Georgie had been so exhausted from the flight that she had just dumped a couple blankets on Lizzy’s bed in case she stumbled home before Georgie woke up, and they were still folded and stacked on the bottom of the bed.

Lizzy wasn’t back.

She checked her phone, plugged in on her nightstand as always, but the alert line was blank: no messages or missed calls.

Shit.

Georgie sat up and tapped the screen. The call went straight to Lizzy’s voice mail, so she was either still in Paris, on a plane, or her phone was dead.

Or worse.

Georgie always considered the worse.

It was almost eight o’clock. The other plane had been supposed to leave an hour after theirs. She had expected Lizzy to call from the airport when she needed a ride home or get a cab or something.

Georgie’s phone buzzed in her hand, but Rae’s face lit the screen. Georgie answered, “Hello?”

“Georgie?” Rae said. “Is Lizzy there? Please tell me that she came home.”

“No. She’s not here. Has the other plane landed yet?”

“Yes, hours ago. I was just hoping this was a mix-up and she was home with you. Oh, my God.”

“What mix-up?” Georgie’s voice rose. “Is she okay?”

“I just got off the phone with Wulf. I’m on my way to class, and all this happened after I was already in the car. He’s leaving for Paris in a few minutes. Dieter lied to him when he said that they had found everyone. Lizzy and Theo were left behind. There was some sort of a problem, a kidnapping—”

Panic pounded through Georgie. “What?”

“Supposedly, they’re both safe now. I can’t believe that we left them. Theo is in the hospital, in intensive care. He was shot.”

Georgie stood, driven to her feet as if she could somehow run to Paris. “Is Lizzy okay?”

“Wulf is going to go there to sort it all out. I don’t know if she’s okay. He said that she’s been discharged from the hospital but that she’s staying with Theo. Luca Wyss is with them. He’s a good guy, and there are five other security guys there, too. They’ll take care of them until Wulf gets there. Wulf said he’ll be back within a few days, and he will have them with him. He had that imperious voice thing going. He’ll make sure everything’s okay.”

“But Lizzy’s okay,” Georgie prompted.

Rae said, over the phone, “I’m going to see if I can get in touch with her now. I’m only a few minutes from school. If it’s anything worse than bumps and bruises, I’ll call you right back and pick you up, and we’ll be on the next flight.”

“My passport is still in my purse,” Georgie said. “I’m ready to go.”

“I’ll let you know.”

In the ten minutes after she talked to Rae, Georgie showered and pulled her bug-out bag out of the closet, checking the deep backpack to make sure that it held appropriate clothes for her and Lizzy in addition to its usual first-aid kit, ten thousand dollars in cash, a fake I.D., power bars, energy shots, running shoes, and a disposable cell phone with a card to activate it.

A similar bag was stuffed far back in the trunk of her car.

Georgie’s usual phone rang, but the screen didn’t show Rae’s smiling face, just an unknown number.

Georgie answered it, “Hello?”

A tiny, raspy girl-voice said, “Georgie? It’s me, Lizzy.”

Georgie almost dropped the phone, but she juggled it and caught the tiny thing. “Mary, Mother of God, where in the nine levels of Hell are you! Are you okay?”

“I’m still in Paris. I’m okay,” Lizzy’s voice said through the phone.

Panic boiled over in a froth. “Wulf said that you were supposed to be on the next plane but you never came home!”

Lizzy’s voice was shaking, maybe from exhaustion or fear. “He didn’t know. There was a miscommunication. He thought we were fine. He’s actually coming back here, now.”

“Is Theo the Medium Guy okay?”

“He’s doing better.” Lizzy whispered, “Mannix shot him, and he lost a lot of blood. He almost died. The doctors keep talking about total organ failure, and he’s got dark circles under his eyes and he sleeps most of the time. His kidneys still aren’t working very well.”

Georgie hoisted the backpack onto her shoulder. “Oh my God. Do you need me to come?”

“No. Just call Professor Pojman and tell him that I can’t make our appointment this week, okay? I’ll reschedule when I get back.”

Georgie sat on her bed and let the backpack drop to the floor. “I’ll call him, and I’m glad to hear that you’re coming back. I missed you.”

“I missed you, too, Georgie.”

Georgie told her about the phone messages from the reporters, hoping things could get back to normal someday.

Lizzy said, “I’ve gotta go. I’ll keep in touch and be back as soon as I can,” and hung up.

Georgie held the phone in her hand, still shaking. At least Lizzy was okay physically. They would deal with anything else when she got back.

The air in the dorm room around her seemed too still. Just a few weeks ago, Lizzy would have been snoring in the next bed, loath to get up even a few minutes before she had to, and Rae would have been knocking on their adjoining door to drink some coffee and get away from her cousin-roommate, Hester the Repressor.

Everything was changing so fast.

Georgie stood to start calling people. She had contacted a bunch of their mutual friends last week to get their notes for Lizzy’s classes that she had missed. Georgie would make sure that, when Lizzy got back, at least her notes for the next few days were waiting for her.

And after she called people, even though it was already eight o’clock, Georgie needed to hit the music building to get on a piano. Her hands felt irritable, like a fresh horse bucking in its stall for lack of exercise.

She wanted to explore “Alwaysland” a little more before she let it go.

Every time she played it, she found something more to admire.

















A Text Like A Lifeline







Alexandre de Valentinois




Tuesday night, the cell phone in his hand displayed the text: I can’t stop playing Alwaysland. The screen glowed in the dark, throwing sharp light through the dark tunnel with black curtains at the end.

Alexandre smiled, slowly, at the phone number displayed above the text. The area code was the same as Wulfram’s cell phone, so he assumed that it must be Georgie. A thrill ran through him: part victory, part pure pleasure that Georgie liked his song.

I’m glad you like it, he texted back. How many times have you played it?

Her text pinged back immediately: 100s.

Hundreds? Most likely Georgie. He recognized that peculiar form of OCD that was necessary to become a consummate musician. He texted, Does it sound anything like what I wrote anymore?

Nope. Better.

Definitely Georgie. I play a version on the violin, too. I should play it for you sometime.

Yeah. Right. I live in McClintock Hall at Southwestern State University, Room 328. Come on over.

Alexandre laughed, even while he marveled at the text, but then thought better of it. So-private Georgie, who wouldn’t even give him her phone number, surely wouldn’t just hand him her address, not a man known for his romantic, impulsive nature, or at least that’s what Rolling Stone reported.

But she wouldn’t know that, would she?

He texted, Is that real?

Yes. Really. Ask Rae von Hannover.

Fascinating.

He probably should confirm that before he acted on it.

Alexandre peered between two black, heavy curtains. Beyond them, the audience seethed, nearly rioting to the thumping beat of the recorded music blaring over the speakers.

Their energy almost caught him, almost transformed him, but he looked down at the phone in his hand. Alexandre typed, What would you do if I showed up?

You’re somewhere in Europe, right? Monaco or London?

Miami, actually. Somewhere like that.

Then I would take you to a private piano room in the music building where no one could hear us, and we would play a Beethoven sonata for piano and violin, and our secrets would be safe.

Beethoven. Yet another composer who had been dead for centuries. Or I could write something for us to play.

He almost held his breath until she answered, I’d like that even better.

His heart flipped a jubilant triplet. Then I’ll be there soon.

Sure you will.

I have to go now. I have a— He glanced at the stage, where the darkening house lights were dousing everything in darkness. —business meeting.

Isn’t it the middle of the night in Europe? And aren’t you a despicable, idle rich man?

“Far from it,” he muttered. Alexandre Grimaldi is a wastrel. Just ask anyone. I’ll talk to you later.

The recorded music died away, and the house lights dimmed to darkness.

Alexandre drew a deep breath, and the blinding stage spotlights flew through the air and flashed in his eyes, standing in the stairwell that served as their backstage in the arena.

On the stage, Cadell hit a long, keening note on his guitar that staggered Alexandre and sent the audience into a frenzy.

Everything coalesced around him like he was summoning magic, and he handed his phone to Jonas, the band’s manager, to toss in his runner bag.

Jonas asked, “How are those new songs coming along?”

“Swimmingly.” His voice sounded confident.

“We’ve already asked the record companies to postpone the meeting once.”

“I’m aware of that.” He stretched his hands, warming them up, and hummed to warm up his voice.

“We only need six demos,” Jonas pressed.

Which was four more songs than he had in his notebook and six more demo tracks than he had recorded. “We’ll be fine.”

“Full house out there tonight,” Jonas remarked.

“Sell out?”

“Almost.”

“How many tickets did we fail to sell?” Did I fail to sell, he meant.

“Only a couple hundred. It’s still a moderate profit.”

A couple hundred empty seats meant that there would be dead spots all over the arena, and if the trend continued, Killer Valentine would be playing smaller clubs soon instead of the arena circuit.

If he didn’t write those songs soon—if he didn’t reach down deep in himself, grab a fistful of guts, and throw his bleeding heart on the page—the record companies were going to lose interest, and Killer Valentine would remain an indie band that might have a few more albums but would soon flame out.

If he didn’t go out there tonight and put on a hell of a show, word would spread. The next concert on the tour would sell fewer tickets. Fewer concert-goers would convert to the kind of die-hard, crazed fans that a band needs to survive.

Everything was a feedback loop like a shrieking microphone that he clutched in his hands.

From behind him, he heard, “Hey! Are you ready to go on, or you just going to stand there with your dick in your hands?”

Tryp Areleous, the drummer, stood shirtless while the swirling lights splashed the tattooed roses and vines on his skin blue and green instead of vibrant scarlet and black. He twirled a drumstick across his knuckles. “Well?”

The roar of the crowd infused him with a manic energy that he could not resist.

Xan Valentine shook back his long hair. His guitar was onstage, waiting for him. “Fuck, yeah. Let’s blow the roof off this fucking arena.”

















Drunk Dial







Georgie




Blaring, loud blaring, first inside Georgie’s dream about an enormous piano that she couldn’t reach and then in the dark. Her phone cast bright light onto the ceiling of her dorm room.

She grabbed the phone and swiped the dot. “Hello! Lizzy!”

A man’s hoarse, wrecked voice said, “It’s Alexandre. Did you mean what you said?”

She scooted up in her sheets and glanced at Lizzy’s empty bed. “What time is it?”

“I’m not sure what time it is there. When you said that we would play a duet, piano and violin, my music, somewhere where no one could hear us, did you mean it?”

“Yes. Of course. I can’t get ‘Alwaysland’ out of my head. It’s like it’s haunting me. You sound awful. Are you sick?”

His voice broke when he said, “We’ll play the duet?”

“Yes. Are you okay?”

“I’m drunk. But I’ll be there. Soon.”

“Alex? Don’t drive.”

“I won’t. Call me Alex again.”

“Alex?”

“Yes. Like that.”

“Or Alexandre.”

He sighed. “Both. I’ll be there soon.”

A click sounded through the line, and Georgie dropped the phone back on her nightstand and fell asleep hard, wondering if that had been a dream.

















Dorm Invasion







Georgie




The next morning, Wednesday, Georgie slapped open the door to her dorm room after her early classes. She had collected more class notes for Lizzy from their friends, all of whom had barraged her with questions that she couldn’t answer, and the huge stack of looseleaf paper in her arms was slipping and about to crash to the floor.

She juggled, dropping her purse, but held onto the paper so it didn’t splash across the thin carpeting.

She flopped the papers on her desk, right next to a suspiciously thick, black guitar case that leaned against it, and a garment bag emblazoned AV hung over the back of her desk chair.

The door to her bedroom was closed.

So the phone conversation hadn’t been a dream. Huh.

She called out, “Alex?”

Georgie pushed open the door to the darkened bedroom, a little wary that he might do something impulsive like pounce on her, but a large lump in her bed didn’t move. He lay on top of the bedspread like he had only meant to lie down for a few minutes. His stockinged feet hung off the end of her twin bed, and blond hair fluttered in the air conditioning blowing from the ceiling.

His jeans clung to his slim waist and hips, and his white tee shirt had ridden up to expose a few ripples of his abs. Blue and green tendrils from the tattoo on his back crept around his waist, curling like storm-tossed water.

“Alex? You okay?” She walked over to him, skirting Lizzy’s stripped bed, and shook his shoulder. “Alex?”

He grabbed her wrist, tugging her into her own bed, and he rolled on top of her.

“Whoa!” she called out, even as she ran her hand down his muscled side to the waistband of his jeans. Her body remembered his touch, and she couldn’t quite catch her breath, and not just because his chest was half-lying on her. She asked, “This isn’t just a nookie run, is it?”

“You would think that I would know vernacular English better by now, wouldn’t you?” His hoarse voice was barely audible, like he had been screaming for hours.

“What?” She wasn’t sure if she had heard him right.

His brown eyes were glazed, and he wove a little even though he was braced on his elbows. “I don’t know what a ‘nookie run’ is.”

Georgie rolled her eyes. “Are you just here for sex?”

“No.” He rested his forehead against hers. “Nookie run. Sounds like a Mötley Crüe song. I brought my violin. I want to show you a song.”

She touched his cheek. “You okay, there?”

“Just call me Alex.”

In her arms, his body was shaking. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, Alex.”

“Such august company,” he grated out.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m drunk.”

“It’s ten in the morning, honey.” She smoothed his hair back. He smelled like sweat and smoke, and his breath was rife with whiskey.

“I’m still drunk. I had my plane fueled up and in the air on no notice. That’s more difficult than I had thought it would be.”

“Especially when you’re wasted?”

“I wasn’t too trashed until I got on the plane with nothing to do except kill a couple bottles, and then I couldn’t stop him.”

His glazed eyes looked different. Unfocused, maybe. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Call me Alexandre. Talk to me about music. Tell me that art still matters.” He laid his head down beside hers on the pillow.

The creases around his brown eyes seemed like he held so much pain that she stroked his cheek. “Are you cracking up?”

“I’m Alexandre,” he croaked.

She could barely hear him. “Of course you are.”

“The other side is taking over. I can’t remember who I am half the time. I drop so far into character that I’m not me anymore.”

“Alex?” He closed his eyes and she shook his shoulder. “Alex!”

“Yes. Bring me back.”

“Did you take anything other than booze?”

“I don’t remember. I don’t, usually. I don’t have time to recover, and anything that goes up my nose or that I smoke irritates my throat. I can’t do that.”

“How did you get in here, anyway? You need a keycard to get past the lobby.”

He chuckled, and the pain lines around his eyes eased. “I grew up in a boarding school. I am adept at sneaking into and out of a girls’ dorm at all times of the night.”

“It’s actually co-ed because it’s the honors dorm, but I get where this is heading.”

“Just let me stay.”

“Of course. Is there anyone I need to call?”

“No,” he whispered. “No one will even think to look for me for three days.” His dark eyes cracked open. Even so exhausted, his long, lashed eyes looked exotic and altogether sexy. “Are you going to get in trouble if the dorm mother catches me here?”

“What? No. If you stay for more than three days, the resident assistants will want to have a welfare meeting with my roommate to make sure it’s okay with her, and I’ll have to call her to set that up because I doubt that she’s coming back to the dorm.”

“Ah. Such liberal policies. But I was a child.” His breathing evened out, and Alex went to sleep again.

Georgie let him fall more deeply asleep, and then she slipped out from under his heavy arm (she was adept at that,) snagged one of the folded blankets from Lizzy’s bed and flipped it over him, and tiptoed back out to her study room, closing the door to the bedroom softly behind her.

Good Lord, she had a drunken duke in her bed. In a romance novel, she would be obliged to marry him now.

Georgie almost giggled, because there was no fucking way in Hell that would ever happen.

















The Ice Princess







Georgie




Georgie was typing at her desk, working on a report that contrasted common law in England with early American common law, her staccato fingertaps echoing in the silent room, when Alex staggered out of her bedroom.

He leaned his shoulder against the door frame and croaked, “Did I do anything stupid?”

She spun in her desk chair to face him. “Other than getting on a plane in the middle of the night and breaking into a college dorm while trashed? Not that I know of.”

“No harm, then.” He stumbled to her couch on the other wall and blinked in the setting sunlight, glaring golden light in the windows beside the front door. He smoothed his hair behind his shoulders. “What time is it?”

“Seven-ish.”

“Great. Let’s go out.”

“I thought you were here to play a sonata for piano and violin with me.” Not that she didn’t have some other ideas, since he was there anyway.

He rested his head on the wall behind the couch. “Is the music building empty, so we can keep our secrets?”

“Well, no,” she admitted. “Not until the early morning.”

“Then let’s go out. What kind of nightclubs do you have in this backwater town?”

“You mean the fourteenth-largest metropolitan area in the US with a population of more than four million souls?”

“Exactly.”

“We’ve got a couple here in the university district that are pretty good.”

“Tell me the good ones and I’ll have my people call ahead. No use waiting in a line, right?”

“Not when you put it that way. You want to grab some supper first?”

“Yes.” He swallowed, and his throat worked in the most interesting way. Even the stubble on his chin and neck was a rich chestnut color. “Maybe something light.”

“Are you hungover? A big man like yourself?”

“Me? No. Never.” He looked a little pale as he rested his head against the wall.

“I know a great Mexican place, Los Dos Molinos. It’s a little spicy, but I’m sure a big, bad duke like yourself could handle it.”

“Of course. Do you mind if I use your shower?”

“Go ahead. Make yourself at home. Just lock the adjoining door while you’re in there, otherwise you might give Hester a heart attack. When do you have to go back?”

“Saturday afternoon.”

“Oh.”

He opened his eyes to squint at her, a small smile tightening his lips. “You sound disappointed.”

“Me? No. I’m the Ice Princess. Just ask anyone. Don’t let the front door smack your ass on the way out.” She leaned forward and looked up at him from under her eyelashes. “Unless you’re into that, in which case, you should let me know.”

Alex’s smile broadened. Most guys would have laughed it off, but he didn’t. “You’re an interesting one, Georgie. Why don’t you pack an overnight bag, just in case we don’t make it back here? I grew up in a dorm room much like this one. I’ve slept in enough twin beds to last me a lifetime.”

Alex made his way back through the bedroom to shower, and Georgie went back to pounding on her computer. If they were going out tonight, she needed to power through a couple pages before that. Otherwise, Thursday night was going to be a bear, a sleep-deprived, groggy, coffee-tweaking bear. Nobody wanted Grumpy Georgie around.

She knocked out about half a page before her phone rang.

“Hello?” She hadn’t checked the number before she thumbed the screen.

“Hello, Georgiana Oelrichs,” a woman’s voice said. The woman rolled her R in Georgie’s first name, and all the O’s were short and flat, a Russian accent, like Hell-aw and Georgie’s last name, Awl-ricks.

Georgie gripped the phone tight in her fist. “I’m sorry. You’ve got the wrong number.”

“No, I don’t. This is Tatiana Butorin, and your father knew my brother.”

Georgie blinked back tears at the name, and she clenched a pen in her fist like a stabbing knife. Dima Butorin had been a Pakhan, a Godfather, in the Moscow-based Solntsevskaya Bratva. She had met him a few times before he had been killed, and he had flirted with her in that condescending way that most middle-aged men flirt with teenage girls: an attempt to be complimentary, perhaps to lay groundwork for something else in a few years, but mostly the equivalent of tickling a cat under its chin, just to make the cute little thing happy.

“They did some business together,” Tatiana continued, “but it wasn’t good business, was it?”

“No,” Georgie said. Fear sweat popped on her skin, chilling her.

“And now, there are eight million dollars missing.”

“That much?”

“Yes. It is very disturbing.”

“I can only imagine. You’ve got to know that I’m a college student. I don’t have anything like that.”

“But your mother was allowed to keep much money by Attorney General.”

“I haven’t talked to her in years. What they did was unethical.”

“I think not having my money is unethical.”

“I’m certainly sorry about that, and I have plans to pay everyone back—” Though her very lucrative job at The Devilhouse was now gone, so no more money was going to come in.

“Your mother needs to pay this debt back sooner, rather than later.”

“I don’t even talk to her.”

“You need to talk to her, to tell her that it has to be paid back within next month, or we come after you.”

“But I don’t have any money. I’ve got some that I’m saving for law school, so I can be a lawyer and make enough money to pay everyone back, including you.”

“Maybe your mother change mind if we have her daughter.”

“She doesn’t give a shit about me or anyone but herself.”

“We can be very persuasive.”

“Oh, I’m already persuaded. I’ll give you everything I have.”

“No. We want all eight million. Now, you take down phone number, and you have her call us to arrange payment. You understand?”

“Yes.” Georgie nodded. A tear flipped out of her eye as she wrote down the phone number that the woman told her. As instructed, she read it back to make sure that she had written it down correctly and that she could read the jagged, shaking numbers.

After they hung up, Georgie composed herself while she listened to the shower run through the thin dorm walls. Alex would be out in a few minutes. She had to be done talking to her mother by then.

Luckily, he had all that hair to condition.

Georgie dialed a number into her phone and waited through the rings.

A woman answered, “Hello,” her voice as smarmy as usual. Georgie ached when she heard it, of loneliness and in dreading this call.

“Mother? It’s me, Georgiana.” Just saying that, just those four words, brought back her New England accent a little. Muthuh, it’s me, Geohgianuh. Seriously, why would anyone in New England name a child anything with an R in it? It was just cruel.

“Georgiana?” her mother said. “This is a surprise.”

Her monotone voice didn’t sound like it was a suhpwise. When Georgie had moved to the Southwest, she had spent a month growling at herself in the mirror, trying to learn to say her R’s right. Lizzy had laughed at her and helped her a lot, growling right alongside her.

“Mother, I have a problem.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Tatiana Butorin contacted me. She’s Dima Butorin’s sister. She’s taken over his organization, and she wants the eight million dollars that Dad stole from them.”

“Well, that’s just not possible.”

“You have to.”

“No, I don’t. Under the plea deal, I don’t have to pay anyone back out of the pittance that they left me with to live on.”

“You kept fifty million dollars plus property instead of paying back Dad’s victims. You need to pay Tatiana Butorin back or else she’s going to kidnap me and start sending you my fingers and ears.”

“Oh, she will not. Everyone knows the terms of the court settlement. Everybody got something back.”

“No, they didn’t, and Tatiana Butorin wants it all back right now.”

“She can’t have it,” her mother said.

“You have security guards. I don’t. You need to write down this phone number that I’m going to tell you, and then you need to call her or have the lawyers call her, tonight.”

“I cannot believe the nerve of you. First, you call me all those filthy names and run away, and then you don’t contact me for years, and now you call up wanting money.”

“I don’t want the money! The Russian mafia is going to kill me for what you and Dad did.”

“I cannot believe your nerve, wanting money after all these years.”

The line went dead.

Holy shit.

Shock slammed Georgie first, a flash of cold like being whipped by a New England blizzard, and she tried to get mad that her own mother would want to keep her money rather than protect her daughter from getting kidnapped, but the shock flowed over her and past, and all that was left was the rigid frost of fear.

















Nightclub







Georgie




Georgie pulled a slinky dark green dress out of her closet and draped it over her nearly naked body while standing in front of her closet door mirror. She had meant to return the dress to The Devilhouse but hadn’t had time because the sucker was closed. Maybe she could do it tomorrow.

She drew a deep, deep breath, inflating her whole body, and refused to think about what tomorrow meant.

Georgie shrugged the silky dress over her head and smoothed it over her hips. The green silk clung to her ass a little too much.

Worst case scenario: If her mother didn’t pay off Tatiana, Georgie would die horribly and slowly sometime in the next month.

That paper comparing English and Early American common law seemed less important, as did the dress being a little snug in the ass.

If Georgie wasn’t kidnapped and slowly chopped up, The Devilhouse’s closure was a huge problem.

If she could convince Tatiana to wait for her money, Georgie had enough funds to finish college and pay for some of law school, but she would start her life in official, government-financed debt and have to pay that back either first or concurrently.

And everyone else would get paid back much more slowly.

And so she would break her word.

And thus she would be just as much of a fucking asshole as the rest of her family.

And the people whom she had planned to pay off first wouldn’t get their money until after Tatiana did.

Ah, fuck.

Tonight was not the night to stew on all this.

Tonight, Alex was here.

Tonight, she would enjoy his company, and she would have one last fling, and then she would boot his ass out of her life Saturday afternoon.

Then, if she needed to, she would run.

It wasn’t like this was a new situation. She had fought it for six years. It was only that her plan to repay everyone had been derailed and the Russian mob had finally found her.

Besides, if she and Alex went to a nightclub, if they stayed in a hotel tonight, then if the Russian bratva broke into her dorm room to take her captive, Georgie wouldn’t be here.

If she needed to run soon—and there was a very strong possibility that she would—then she was already one step away from the dorm if she went with Alex. She could withdraw all of her savings and just buy a few new clothes. She wouldn’t need much until she found someplace new to settle.

She retrieved the large, black backpack from her closet. Georgie tucked her laptop and her phone charger deep within the soft clothes and beside the ten thousand in cash. Downloading all her files from the cloud backup onto a new laptop would be a pain in the butt. Better to toss her old one in her bug-out bag.

Alex walked out of the bathroom, her blue towel wound around his waist just below his navel. Even though the towel was cinched tightly, it barely dented his flesh. There wasn’t any chub there to pouch around the towel, just the stacked bricks of his abdominals and the deep vee of his obliques running down his hips.

He took a long, scorching glance down the green dress to her ankles and toes. “Ready?”

She would think about all that tomorrow. If tonight was the last night of her life, it was going to be fantastic, damn it. “I’ll just throw a couple other things in this backpack. We can be out of here in five minutes.”




~~~~~




Georgie drove them through the spring night to the nightclub in her white Lexus, her one splurge, though she had bought it pre-owned. Alex had taken a cab from the airport to the dorm, which had been an excellent decision, considering how drunk he’d been, so he didn’t have a car there.

“We should go around to the private entrance in back,” Alex said. After Georgie had told him the name of the nightclub, he had called somebody, and then somebody had called him back with details like where the entrance was.

“Okay, sure.” She turned out of the parking lot to drive around the huge building. Colored floodlights painted the walls lurid green and blue.

Alex’s black baseball hat and a pair of mirrored sunglasses slid over the dash, and he reached up and caught them.

At dinner, Alex had coiled his hair up and stuffed it under the baseball hat and pushed the sunglasses on his face until they were seated in the far-back, dark corner of the house converted into a restaurant. He had taken a sharp look around at the empty tables on the Wednesday night. The novena candles on the tables barely relieved the gloom. They could barely see each other in the candlelight, and he removed the hat and glasses. His hair had fallen around his face and shoulders, and he’d smoothed it with his palms, barely.

Georgie gestured to the hat and glasses that he shoved back onto her dash. “I don’t think we’ll have any trouble tonight, like in Paris.”

“Of course not. But it never hurts to have a few accessories with you.”

“You had a lot of accessories in Paris. Extras, even. Do you often need to go incognito?”

“Why would you think that?”

Wow. That was such a question to throw her off. “I just told you why. You carry disguises. Are you a spy or something?”

He chuckled. “Nope. I’m not a spy. A violin-playing James Bond sounds like great fun, though.”

“Then, why?”

“Sometimes they come in handy. There’s the entrance.” He flicked his hand toward the door with a white awning above it, lit with white lights.

Georgie stopped the car at the end of the awning. A valet appeared next to her door—seriously, the only way he could have gotten beside the car so fast involved a puff of magic smoke—and opened it for her. As she stepped out, he opened his hand for the keys.

Alex emerged from his door, opened by a twin valet genie on the other side of the car, and Georgie walked around the car while he waited for her, looking into the darkness around the nightclub, but the only other people standing around in the parking lot were bored valets. The teens watched the bright stars above and smoked as Georgie and Alex walked in the door.

Hey, she was doing pretty damn well for a woman who had just been threatened by the Russian mob. Good thing she was the fucking Ice Princess.

A woman wearing a black dress was waiting at a lectern right inside the door. “Mr. Valentine, thank you for visiting us tonight. We’ll take you right up.”

Another woman in another black dress led the way to a metal, spiral staircase to the upper floor, high above the rabble dancing and drinking below.

“Wow,” Georgie said, leaning over the railing. An enormous disco ball like the moon hung at eye level because they were up near the ceiling, and spotlights aimed at it splintered into glitter over the conversation groupings and roaming waitresses. “This is nice.”

“Let’s get a table and a drink,” Alex said.

The reasons that Georgie liked this guy were several and plural. “Sure thing.”

Coffee tables were surrounded by deep couches of some dark color that Georgie couldn’t pick out in the smoky, dark air and the bright fragments of light weaving over the walls and furniture. Georgie sank into a couch as she sat down and scooted to the edge rather than fall back and flail with all her limbs.

The waitress appeared, and again, she was so fast that Georgie sniffed the air for more magic genie smoke or brimstone, but that burning-rubber scent was just someone smoking pot.

“Champagne,” Alex told her.

When the waitress left, Georgie asked, “Are we celebrating something?”

“Every night should be a celebration,” he said and he stopped like someone had shone a flashlight in his face, but the only light up in the VIP loft was the bright fragments from that disco ball slipping across his face and the bleedover from the pink and green light show below. “That’s interesting.”

“What?” Georgie glanced behind her, looking for whatever Alex thought was interesting back there.

“Nevermind.” The waitress set the champagne on the table and flitted off to check on the next table. He poured champagne in their glasses. “Do you want food with this?”

She grinned at him over her champagne flute. The carbonated bubbles popped in her nose as she sipped the wine. “You didn’t get enough to eat at Los Dos?”

“I think you were trying to punish me for, perhaps, being just slightly hungover. My throat is still burning. I think the primary seasoning in the meat was napalm.”

“On the contrary, in order to choke down those adovada ribs, you had to drink a ton of water, and the chips had enough salt to keep the water in you. You have to be hydrated by now. New Mexican is the best cure for a hangover.”

Alex touched his temple, and a wondering smile broke over his face. “I didn’t think about it, but I’ll be damned. It actually is.”

“We only have a few days together. We can’t waste any of it with a hangover.”

“That’s true.” His smile slipped a little at her mention that he had to leave soon.

Time to prod. She asked, “So why did you show up here, anyway?”

“Because you gave me your address. Considering how jealously you guarded your phone number, your address must be a rare and precious thing. I would be a cad to throw away such a jewel.”

“How poetic,” Georgie said. “Let’s hear the truth this time.”

Alex’s bemused expression didn’t change. Indeed, he seemed frozen until he blinked, swallowed hard, and drained his glass. “I had to get away.”

“From what?”

“Work.” He refilled his glass and offered her more, but she was driving so she shook her head. “Why did you give me your address, if you were going to give me the third degree for utilizing it?”

Because she wanted to hear “Alwaysland” again. Because she wanted to know if he had more songs like it. Because he had saved her from the Russian mob. Because she wanted him to touch her again, and because she wanted to take him to bed again.

Because she had wanted to see if he would show up.

She shrugged. “Just ‘cuz.”

“I don’t believe that you have ever done anything at all, ‘just ‘cuz.’ You seem far too deliberate, measured.” He settled back on the couch, his long arms stretched along the back of the sofa, encroaching to where he could touch her, if he wanted to. “Let’s hear the truth this time.”

“It’s the music.” Oh, wow, she wanted to take that back. “It’s like an obsession. I should stop, but I need those three hours a day.”

And if she had to run again, she didn’t know how she would get them.

Alex swiveled on the couch and looked at her. His brown eyes focused right on her, like she had his full attention.

She said, “I’m acing my classes. I’m doing everything I should to get into a very good law school, but I should be doing more. I should do more volunteering to copyedit at the law review or something, but the music calls me back.”

“And you can’t let it go,” Alex said.

“School should be my number-one priority, my only priority, but it’s not. Those practice rooms in the dark mornings at the music buildings are when I feel alive. I do all the rest so I can get back there. When I’m in the practice room, it’s like the only time I can breathe.”

“It’s like the only time you can breathe,” he repeated, and he blinked.

“Yeah. That’s what it feels like.”

Alex was looking above her head. “Music is the breath of life? No. Music is how I breathe?” He squinted. “There’s something there.”

“What?” she asked, trying not to frown but she didn’t know what he was talking about.

Alex stood and held out his hand, pulling her to her feet. “Let’s dance.”

“Okay.” She followed him over to the small dance floor in the corner of the VIP area that was obviously the source of the pot smoke, and his hand slipped around to the small of her back.

Georgie wasn’t a flashy dancer, not like her friend Lizzy who ran the gamut from exuberant to twerking, but she could wiggle and sway to the beat. She had had ballet lessons as a child, of course, along with equestrian, skiing, and sailing lessons and the usual team sports, but piano lessons had overwhelmed her schedule when she was ten, when it had become apparent that she had some small talent for expression and the diligence to practice for four hours or more every day.

Alex, however, could dance. The music flooded his body and inhabited him, and he turned the sexy music into movement and held her while the music flowed through them both. His hands drifted over her skin and the green dress, never groping, never anything gross in public, but his hands knew just where to be when her arm or hip would be there, too. Every sinuous movement of his lean, muscled body had a connotation of sex. Because she had been to bed with him, as he curled his torso in a wave, she could imagine him gathering himself to thrust into her, or his step toward her reminded her of the way he had climbed onto the bed.

They ended up with their faces close together, his forehead nearly touching hers as he bent to reach her, and his fingertips just brushing her cheekbones and jawline. Georgie could barely breathe with the nearness of his body, with that light scent of green forest and something clean, like lemon. His breath, tinged with champagne and mint, feathered down her neck.

He whispered, “When I touch you, I can breathe again.” He kissed her, his lips caressing hers, and running his fingers down her face and dropping to her neck. “Yes, that’s it.”

Georgie scrutinized his face for any signs that he was going all mushy on her. The dreamy expression in his dark eyes seemed a little more like a light case of intoxication rather than something that might lead to a declaration of undying love, which was all good in Georgie’s book.

Over Alex’s shoulder, Georgie first caught the impression of blue eyes looking at her.

She glanced up, and a man was staring at her. His pale skin could have been from the windburn and cold chap of winters in Moscow.

Georgie whispered to Alex, “Let’s get out of here.”

“Absolutely,” he whispered back.

As he led her to her car, Georgie scanned the crowd, but the pale man with the wide, Slavic cheekbones and eyes like a winter sky didn’t show up again.

















Back to The Devilhouse







Georgie




The dark street, clogged with cars leaving bars and driven by drunks, stretched away from Georgie toward the full moon hanging over the city. Three sedans and a monster pick-up truck swerved to follow her white Lexus as she drove through the night, trying to evade the man at the nightclub, who may or may not have been one of Tatiana’s Russian hit men.

Or kidnappers.

Or whatever kind of criminal they were going to send to grab Georgie and take her somewhere that her screams wouldn’t be heard by anyone except her mother over the phone.

The full moon shone down on cars even more brightly than the streetlights passing overhead.

Beside her, Alex wore his sunglasses and watched the streets with passing interest. The streetlights marched in a dotted-yellow line up the mirrored lenses when he looked toward her. “To the hotel?”

The hotel he had rented was downtown, a long way. She wanted to get off the streets and hide somewhere safe sooner than that.

Going back to the dorm would be stupid on many counts: the Russians might have laid a trap there if they already knew where she lived, or else she would lead them back to where she lived if they didn’t know. All bad. Bad, bad.

Without realizing it, Georgie had driven to familiar streets, maybe for comfort, and the two Starbucks next door to each other reminded her that they were two blocks away from The Devilhouse.

The Devilhouse had excellent security. When it was closed, steel bars barricaded the front doors and windows. Security cameras watched every room and the perimeter. She wasn’t sure whether the security guys kept guns on the premises, but they might.

Georgie wanted a gun in her hand right then, even though she had never fired one or even held one. Her own hands were too small to push away someone who grabbed her. Her fingers were too weak to pry a man’s grip off her arm or throat. Her punches were merely flailing that would patter on a kidnapper’s shoulders or chest as he threw her in the trunk of a car.

She turned into The Devilhouse’s long driveway and sped for the back parking lot, a level, empty flat of black asphalt cross-hatched with white lines. The street lights dumped pools of sallow light on the empty space.

No other cars followed them in.

Okay, this was far from a disaster. It looked like she wasn’t being actively followed at the moment, and she had both of her bug-out bags—the one in her trunk and the one from her dorm closet—a luxury that she had not dared to dream of.

Alex said, his British accent more pronounced because he was being prim, “Now, if a man took a woman whom he had met only twice to an empty building in the middle of the night, he might be thought a creeper or perhaps a serial killer.”

Georgie watched to see if anyone had waited to turn into the parking lot. “You want to leave?”

“Oh, no. Just noting gender bias. Are we going to break in?”

“We shouldn’t have to.”

“Really?” His astonished tone was definitely playing for comedy—bemused, proper British comedy.

Georgie grinned a wide smile that she didn’t feel. “Come with me.”

They got out of the car into the chilly night air. Georgie had parked right next to the door, because why not? It wasn’t like anybody else was going to need the parking space.

“What is this place?” he asked as Georgie sliced her card through the reader and the light flickered green.

The locks whirred and clicked, and Georgie leaned back as she pulled open the reassuringly thick, steel door. “This is the employee’s entrance.”

“Are you an employee here?” He held the door for her while they walked into an office building-style hallway.

“I was,” she said, staying matter-of-fact and not letting anything wistful enter her voice. “There was a huge employee walkout last week over the new owner’s changes. It’s closed now. I don’t know if it’s going to reopen.”

“Are you okay, financially?” The concern in his deep voice almost poked at her heart.

Georgie laughed one derisive snort out of her nose and led him toward the women’s locker room. “You really don’t know who I am, do you?”

“Georgiana Johnson,” Alex said. He cocked his head to the side. “Aren’t you?”

“You know,” she said. “Let’s not ruin this. I’m fine. I’ll be fine. I’m good at figuring stuff out, and I’m a responsible person. Let’s just have a good time.” She waved her hands, flourishing like a game show hostess. “This is the women’s locker room.”

Alex followed her inside but didn’t remark on the high-end, wooden cabinetry or the delicate, silvery sconces on the walls. She was pretty sure the lockers were teak.

Dukes must have high expectations for locker rooms, like the ones they were used to at the private country clubs and yachting clubs that Georgie remembered. He evidently hadn’t attended a public high school with banks of steel lockers.

Of course, neither had Georgie, but the university fitness center sported red-enameled metal lockers in the women’s locker room, so that probably counted.

He asked, “Is this a sports club?”

“Sort of,” she said, snorting inside, but she kept a straight face.

“So what are we doing in this empty building?”

“Let’s put it this way.” She grabbed his tee shirt and dragged him the one step to her. His chest warmed the back of her knuckles. “I’m going to show you some stuff. If it seems like fun to you, we’ll keep going. If not, we’ll go back to the music building and play our sonata.”

Alex had watched her closely the whole time she spoke, and little glimmers of light began to reflect in his dark eyes. “What is this place called?”

“The Devilhouse.”

Alex’s lips parted, and his eyelids flared slightly. “You don’t say.”

“Have you heard of it?”

“Only in hushed tones in certain circles.”

“Then you have heard of it,” she said.

He looked a little wary, but he smiled. “Lead on, Madam.”

“At least you know what to call me.”

Alex grabbed her around her waist, bent her back a little, and took her lips with a searing kiss. He nibbled down her neck, and she stretched as his teeth grazed her tendons and clutched his broad shoulders so she wouldn’t fall.

He whispered, “Maybe I’ll call you ‘pet,’ instead.”

Oh, he knew more than he admitted. “Certain circles, huh?”

“Indeed. Lead on.” He set her back on her feet and followed her out of the women’s locker room and through the hallways of The Devilhouse.
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The deceptively office-like hallways of The Devilhouse meandered through the building like a labyrinth. Sometimes, Georgie surmised that it was to confuse clients so they would be more vulnerable. Other times, she assumed that the architect must have been dead drunk.

Alex walked along beside her, his long legs stretching and taking one step for every two of hers. His motorcycle boots clomped a little on the carpet, but he moved very lightly for such a big man, almost prowling, and like he had so much energy that the thick muscle on his shoulders and legs didn’t weigh him down.

But which room should she take him to? Alex was European, at least he had a British accent and said that he was from Monaco, so he had to be depraved and kinky, right? All those Europeans were, at least all the ones that Georgie had met.

Then again, there might be some sampling bias at work in that population.

Georgie strode through the hallways, leading Alex. The vanilla rooms might as well be a hotel or anybody’s living room.

Not the college sorority room. If he had wanted to fuck in a college-themed space, he had totally skipped his opportunity that afternoon. Seemed unlikely.

That left the more, ahem, specialized rooms.

Georgie glanced up at him, and Alex tucked a strand of his dark hair behind his ear. His eyes seemed unusually dark, even for him. “Are we almost there?”

“Sure.” Georgie opened the door to the lobby for Play Room 1, one of their most specialized rooms.

The waiting area inside looked like the lobby for the first circle of Hell. The red leather couches flanked black, wooden coffee tables. The carved door on the opposite side of the room loomed large and dark like a portal to Hades. The walls were even wallpapered in red.

Definitely diabolical.

She stole another quick look at Alex, just to make sure he wasn’t beginning to freak out. People who got this far usually had been vetted to make sure that they really were into the more extreme forms of sexuality, lest someone claw that red, flocked wallpaper off the drywall while trying to escape.

If Alex backpedaled, that was fine. He was just a two-night-stand, after all. Georgie’s calm had returned, now that no one had followed them into the parking lot and she was safe behind steel-reinforced walls. In a little while, they would go back to that hotel he had booked and have some fun, and then they would sneak into the Music Building for a little Moonlight Sonata, literally, or whatever Alex had written.

In a few days, he would be gone.

And maybe, she would be, too.

She hoped he wouldn’t bolt tonight, though.

Alex didn’t look like he was going to bolt. Instead, his mouth with his full lips curved up in a wider smile, and his dark eyebrows twitched up. His sultry glance at her was awesome.

Now, Georgie just had to dredge up everything that Rae and Mairearad had ever told her about being a Domme.

First, they had giggled and said that you had to look like you were in charge.

Maybe Georgie should have changed into black leather or latex fetishwear, but a floor-length dress and heels was not something that a submissive would wear. Subs like Glenda, The Devilhouse’s main admin, wore micro-skirts and pasties.

Surely, Georgie’s green dress was fine, and if it wasn’t, that was too—

A strong arm wrapped around her waist, whirling her around, and shoved her up against the wall. Alex’s body pressed her there, and with her very high heels on, the ones that squished her toes, he only had to bend his head before his mouth found hers, opening his mouth and sucking on her lips.

She raised her hands to slide her hand up his chest to his neck, but he grabbed her elbows and pushed her arms above her head, pinning her wrists to the wall. He bit her lower lip gently, then bent to rake his teeth over her throat again.

Near her ear, he whispered, “Safe word?”

Mairearad had told Georgie about this, and this meant that she wasn’t the Domme.

Georgie drew a deep breath, but everything felt like it was rushing at her, and not having to be in charge sounded pretty damn good just then.

She said, “Red.”

“Boring,” Alex said. “Something personal. Tell me what you never want to say.”

His teeth scraping the skin on the side of her neck sent shivers over her skin, and his hand clamped around her wrists was almost tight enough to hurt, almost. She said, “I quit.”

Alex’s fingers loosened on her wrists, and he breathed on her shoulder but stopped biting her. “Is that your safe word or are you telling me this?”

“That’s my safe word, ‘I quit.’ I don’t think I’ve ever said it before in my life, well, other than the walkout at work last week, but that was on principle.” She dipped her head and nipped him above the neckline of his tee shirt, where his neck met his shoulder.

He chuckled, a low, nearly sinister sound and pressed his teeth over the tendon that connected her neck to her shoulder like he was going to rip a chunk out of her flesh, but he barely scratched her skin with his teeth as he rose up. “Do you want a yellow word?”

Mairearad and Rae hadn’t mentioned that, but the stoplight connotation seemed evident. “So to go slower—” she ventured.

“Yes,” he said, running his other hand from her waist to the swell of her breast.

“Largo,” she said, the musical term that meant to play a section slowly and with dignity.

He chuckled against her skin. “Not grave?” The term for even slower and in a solemn tone.

“I don’t like grave. It’s too slow for anything but dirges.”

“‘Largo’ and ‘I quit’ are the safe words,” he repeated.

“Yes,” Georgie said.

Alex dropped her hands, and her arms fell. The blood rushed back into them, tingling her muscles.

He reached under her and picked her up, holding her around her back and under her knees, carrying her toward that dark door to Hell. Her green skirt dangled beneath her legs, swaying as he walked.

He carried her easily, almost effortlessly.

She didn’t feel so much like a bride as a virgin sacrifice.

Alex looked at her, catching her eyes. Wrapped in his arms, Georgie had a moment to study him, something that she really hadn’t done in the very few days they had known each other. His dark eyes seemed so mysterious, long and dark-lashed like he was wearing makeup. She was so close that she could see the small pores in his skin, and he wasn’t wearing even the slightest bit of makeup on his clean-shaven face. Mascara would have blackened the blond tips of his eyelashes that barely caught the light, and his eyes were naturally so long and with an exotic curve near the end, just a little, so that he always looked like he was sizing her up for something spectacularly sinful.

Of course, at this moment, in The Devilhouse, that was probably exactly what he was doing.

Alex kicked the massive door, and it slammed open and banged the wall behind it.

Georgie might have felt guilty about maybe cracking the drywall, but the new owner had been such a dickweed that she was ready to flush a cherry bomb down a toilet, so a little drywall didn’t worry her in the slightest.

Play Room One was one of the standard dungeons. She had seen every room in The Devilhouse even though she had worked on the vanilla side, so she wasn’t shocked by the Dark Ages Decor. The pale yellow bulbs encased in iron-banded sconces lit the gray stone on the floor and walls and cast pale light over the various hulking instruments and devices of torture, or at least mutually consenting pseudo-torture.

Alex threw back his head and laughed out loud when he saw the room.

“I kind of expected you to run out screaming or stalk out, revolted,” Georgie said.

“You’ll get to know me better tonight,” Alex said. He dropped her knees and let her body slide down his front. The silk of her dress snagged on his jeans’ waistband and rode up as cool air washed over her ankles. Under his tee shirt and jeans, his chest, his rippled abdominals, and his hard thighs felt like he was carved out of smooth stone.

Her palms trailed over that hard, hot manflesh, and she could just do that all night long, preferably without all these clothes in the way. The cotton and denim would look much better wadded up on the stone dungeon tiles of the floor.

Pressed up against his chest, that green-grass and warm spice cologne that he wore on his skin filtered through his shirt, and she breathed it in. The sharp tang of lemon air freshener filled the room around them, and Georgie leaned in to rub her cheek on the soft cotton of his tee shirt, catching a whiff of his clean, masculine scent under it.

Alex stepped back.

Georgie stumbled, and when her high heel wobbled out from under her foot, her ankle tweaked. She caught herself.

He was still smiling. “Stay here. Face the door. Don’t look around. I want to see what we have here.”

“You want me to face the door?” she asked, raising one eyebrow.

He stepped back toward her, suddenly looming over her. He looked down, and his dark eyes took on an ominous glare. His rough voice, still hoarse, deepened even more, though he was entirely calm. “I said, face the door.”

It was one of those moments of decision, one of those times when Georgie could fight or run, or in this case, submit.

She always ran. She was going to have to run again very soon, most likely.

Georgie was going to run in a few days. Anything else was denial. Technically, she was already running, because she had her bug-out bags and had no plans to go back to the dorm.

For the last six years, she had done nothing but run or prepare to run at a moment’s notice.

This time, though, she would call or email Rae and Lizzy and tell them good-bye.

And Flicka. This time, she would find a way to tell Flicka and apologize again.

But for now, she didn’t want to run.

Georgie pivoted, slowly, and faced the door.

From behind her, Alex stroked her hair and whispered near the nape of her neck, “Very good.” His fingers trailed over her bare shoulders, and he brushed her dress strap aside and kissed her skin.

Even if she wasn’t going to run just yet, she felt like she was leading him on, first by asking him to come visit her, though that had been before she had known she was going to need to run again, and now by fucking him again.

Not telling him that he was never going to see her again was unethical, and she shuddered at the thought of that.

“You know, Alex, it’s okay if this is just a nookie run,” she said, still watching the big, black door. Carvings scrolled over its surface like smoke and fires. “There’s a lot of stuff going on in my life. It really can’t be anything else.”

He slid his arm around her waist, pulling her back against his body. The softness of his tee shirt brushed her spine. He whispered into her hair, “I mustn’t get involved in a personal relationship right now. If I don’t work as hard as I can, every moment that I can, it will all collapse, and so many people are counting on me. They don’t realize how precarious it all is. I’m holding it all together with just the strength of my will.”

“Yes,” Georgie said. “Oh, thank God. So, this—” She motioned over her shoulder, her fluttering fingers suggesting a connection between them. “—This is just for fun, right? Or it’s just a moment for us, but we can’t let it become anything else.”

“Just a moment for us,” he said, moving her hair aside and drawing in a breath that tickled the nape of her neck. He nuzzled her skin back there and whispered, “Just a moment suspended in time, where nothing else matters. We’ll stop believing in the rest of the world, because this is just a moment for us.”

His mouth paused on her neck for a moment.

“Everything all right?” she asked.

Alex’s breath was still suspended, like he was holding in the air. He said, “Yes. I think everything might be all right.” His teeth raked over the back of her neck. “Now stay right here, and don’t turn around.”

Cold air stole across her back as he stepped away. His footsteps tapped around the room, the pats of his black motorcycle boots on the tile floor pausing as he stopped. Georgie almost turned to see what he was examining, but she kept staring at that towering, closed door.

Could be anything, whatever he was looking at back there. Didn’t have to be something sinister, like a signal whip that would lay long welts across her back for days or, if someone didn’t know how to use it right, could actually cut into her flesh down to her spine and ribs.

Some clinks and snaps, even a metallic rattle, bounced off the gray stone tile on the walls.

Alex’s footsteps resumed a largo cadence around the room.

Georgie stared at that black door. She closed her eyes and imagined what he must be looking at, over to her left and behind her. The St. Andrew’s cross was over there, a black leather-covered X that a person’s arms and legs were tied to, spread-eagle. A huge apparatus that looked like the frame for a canopy twin bed stood over in the other corner, except that the posts and frame above were usually sturdy wood and, of course, painted black.

If Georgie had owned this place, she would have done something less expected, like paint one of the dungeons happy, sunny yellow and make all these bondage things out of natural wood so that it looked like a forest.

People probably didn’t come here to frolic in the woods like satyrs.

Alex’s footsteps stopped right behind her. “Did you turn around and look?”

“No.” Her breathy voice betrayed more trepidation than she would have preferred.

“Good.”

Something cold, very cold, touched her back and slid down her spine. Not ice, because it didn’t drip. As the chill descended, her dress loosened around her chest and stomach.

Alex had a razor-sharp knife and was slicing her dress off her body.

Whoa.

Yet, this dress belonged to The Devilhouse, and she was incredibly pissed at the new owner, Mannix fucking Bonfils, that very minute. Fuck it. Let Alex cut the damned thing to ribbons. She had a change of clothes in the car.

Her dress slithered down her body, leaving her naked except for, once again, a black thong in that cool play room. Alex was going to think that she wore nothing but thongs, which was only about half true.

He whispered near her ear, “Good,” and his fingers trailed over her shoulders and down her arms. “Have you ever done this before?”

Outright lying to him was Georgie’s first impulse. If she admitted to being a novice at this, she would be at a disadvantage. He might despise her. Playing the innocent was not Georgie’s thing.

But she knew enough about BDSM to know that honesty was paramount.

She swallowed hard. “Nope. First time.”

“Really?” He leaned down and breathed all the way down her neck. “How enticing.”

“You into virgins, too?” she quipped.

“Not at all. Too easily frightened. Too boring. I’d rather have a woman who is good in bed any day.” He stopped. “You weren’t a virgin last weekend, were you?”

“Oh, God, no.” Her shocked laugh got a little loud. Virginity had not been Georgie’s problem for a good, long time. “Oh, Jesus, that’s funny.”

“I thought we both enjoyed it too much for that.” Alex nibbled along her shoulder.

“I’ll say.”

His hands rested on her hips, and he tugged her back against himself. His hard body under his clothes radiated warmth onto her back and ass. He slid his fingers under the thong’s elastic around her hips and slid it down to her ankles. “Remember your safe words?”

“‘I quit,’ and ‘Largo.’”

“Excellent.” His fingers slipped under the sides of her thong, and he pushed it to the floor. “Step out of it.”

Georgie kicked the little strip of elastic aside.

“Good,” he murmured and stroked her sides from her ribs, down her hips.

His encouragement warmed her as much as his heavy body standing just behind her, but she hesitated, trying to figure out if he meant that or if he was just manipulating her. Positive reinforcement hadn’t figured large in her childhood.

“I’m honored that you chose me to explore this side of yourself,” he said. “It implies a great deal of trust, especially for a man you met just a few days ago.”

“Be honored that you got a second date,” she told him. “I don’t do those.”

“Why not?” he asked, still skimming her hips with his fingertips. His humid breath misted her shoulder.

“I just don’t. I can’t get involved with a guy, because: reasons. And a second date leads to a third, and then either you get your heart broken or else you die early.”

“Pardon me?” His hands slipped down her thighs, almost massaging. She had run ten miles that morning, and his fingers pressed the acidic soreness out of her legs, soothing her.

She leaned back against him. “After the third date, it’s a relationship, and you either get your heart broken or get engaged. After you’re engaged, you either call off the engagement and someone gets their heart broken or you get married. After you get married, you either break your heart with a divorce or else one of you dies. If the other person dies first, you’re old and alone. Therefore, after the second date, your best option is an early death.”

“That’s,” he paused like he was searching for the right word, “rigorously pragmatic.”

“You just told me that you can’t start a relationship, either. Surely you understand about not being able to fall in love right now.”

Behind her, his chest rose and his hands moved on her thighs as he shrugged. “I’ve been assured that my heart is as black as midnight. I don’t think I can fall in love. I don’t think that love even exists, in reality. It’s just a construct to explain why people fuck.” He stepped back and held out his hand. “Come on.”

Georgie turned, and as she had felt against her bare skin, he was still entirely dressed in his white tee, jeans, and boots. “Aren’t you going to blindfold me? I thought everyone used a blindfold.”

“Maybe another time.”

“Alex, that’s what I’m trying to say. This is wonderful, and I’m so glad you came, but there can’t be another time.”

He flicked his hand. “Whatever. But no blindfold.” He stepped toward her again, and his dark eyes gleamed with a predatory glow. “I want you to see what I’m going to do to you. I want you to understand it all.”

He kissed her again, his tongue swirling on hers and his big hands pressing her naked body to his clothes. “Now that we understand each other,” he bit her neck with a little more force, and her skin stung, “no more talking.”

“What?”

His sharp slap stung her bare ass. “Oh!”

Alex said, “Unless I give you permission, the only things you are allowed to say from now on are your safe words. Those can be used at any time, for any reason you deem necessary. Anything else will be punished. Do you understand?”

Her ass burned. Georgie nodded.

“Excellent,” he hissed near her ear. “Walk with me.” He glanced down at her feet and her black toe-squishers. “Leave those on.”

She took his outstretched hand, and he led her to the thing that looked like a twin bed with a thin mattress and an unusually sturdy canopy frame that rose perhaps ten feet into the air.

Georgie glanced up at him, unsure.

Alex chuckled, a throaty sound grating from his hoarse throat. “Sit down on the end.”

She stepped closer to the bed. Ropes coiled from the corners, lying in loops on the tufted leather pad.

Evidently, he was going to tie her down.

But the ropes ran through pulleys bolted to the bedposts, and some of the ends lying on the bed were capped with leather bindings. Other ropes lay across the center of the bed.

Excitement grew in her belly. She had had guys, quite a few guys, enough guys that they were starting to get boring. All of them kissed, sucked—a few tongued—and then they fucked. Some better than others, though proficiency was often associated with tonguing.

Whatever this was, it did not look boring.

Georgie scooted onto the end of the bed.

Alex said, “Farther. Sit in the center.”

She did. The smooth black leather of the tufted pad cooled her ass as she sat on it.

Alex crawled onto the end of the bed, stretching his neck to kiss her slowly, with restrained heat, his lips grasping at hers almost thoughtfully. Champagne scented his breath.

He eased away from her, and the flickering torch-like sconces on the walls reflected fire in his dark eyes. “Now lie back with your arms above your head.”

Georgie curled backward and stretched her arms up. Above her, the rectangle of the canopy frame was reinforced with black diagonal beams that formed an X through the center, stark against the white ceiling far above. From the center of the crossbeams, a silver hook swung silently in the air conditioning breeze.

Yeah, this might get weird.

Alex slid backward off the bed and walked around to the top. He leaned over, picked up her hand, and kissed her palm with his full lips. The warmth of it flowed down Georgie’s arm to her shoulder, and her heart quickened its tempo.

She bent her neck and looked up at Alex, who had picked up a leather cuff with an attached rope. He smiled at her, his long hair swaying around his face as he looked down at where she lay. He buckled the black leather cuff around her wrist, the pressure snug but not tight, and he smoothed her fingers around the rope above it.

He did the same to her other arm, kissing her palm, restraining her with the cuff, and wrapping her fingers around the rope.

Then he hooked up more straps running from the posts to ropes under her back, maybe to keep it from moving or bunching while someone was getting royally fucked on it.

Actually, he was a duke, not royalty, so she might get nobly fucked, or perhaps ducally fucked. Georgie stifled a giggle in her throat.

Alex leaned over the top of the mattress, grabbing his own hair behind his neck to hold it back, and kissed her from above, gently sucking on her lower lip and running the top of his tongue over the top of hers.

The warm rush of passion felt like her brain was melting.

Wow. Only minutes into foreplay, and they were already into entirely new experiences for Georgie. If she were a gambling woman, she would have lost a lot of money right about now because she had thought that she had tried just about everything. Even his tongue sliding on hers from above had been heart-poundingly new.

Alex walked around the bed, his motorcycle boots tapping on the tile. He watched her eyes the whole way, their eye contact breaking only when he walked behind the black bedposts.

He lifted her foot and massaged her ankle, holding her black pump in his big palms. His strong fingers released the last bit of soreness from her run that morning, and he fit the restraint over her foot. A stirrup fit in the arch between the toebox of her shoe and the high heel. He cinched a leather cuff around her ankle and buckled the stirrup to fit close around her foot.

Georgie wouldn’t have to worry about kicking her pumps off during this. That thing was tied on tightly.

Alex did the same to her other leg, massaging her before he buckled the leather cuff around her ankle and tied her foot.

With a few flicks of his hands, the ropes criss-crossed her body and trussed her up, running under her back and down her legs and tying around her.

Yeah, this was going to get weird, and Alex was very adept at it.

He stripped off his tee shirt—an event that Georgie had been waiting for with bated breath—and crawled on top of her, his rippled abdominals stretching and bunching with each languorous move of his arms and legs. Muscle wound around his broad shoulders and heavy arms, but he still looked lean and supple, more like a ripped dancer than a bulky bodybuilder. The blue and green tattoos on his back, like ripples of dancing water, trickled over his shoulders, down the backs of his arms, and around his tight waist.

Georgie could just stare all day at the way his biceps and deltoids moved, but he was halfway up her and dropped his mouth to her stomach, breathing on her belly and sucking gently on her navel with a kiss.

“You’re doing so well, Georgie,” he said, murmuring into her stomach.

She nodded rather than speak, because that was part of the game.

All this BDSM stuff was just games. Social games, sure. Dominance and submission games allow women to experience sexuality, even taboo sexuality, which subverts the spirit of the repression while maintaining the veneer of adherence to social norms.

Good girls don’t, but if a good girl is tied up, then she can.

Georgie didn’t feel the need to be tied up to experience her sexuality. She was already the worst kind of girl, but sex didn’t play into that. She was pretending to be a good girl who needed to be tied up to get fucked good and hard.

Alex ran his hands down her legs, bending her knees and lifting her legs. He hooked straps from her ankle cuffs to the ropes binding around her back and under her ass.

He kissed her stomach one more time, the ends of his long hair trailing across her ribs, and backed off the bed. “Ready?”

She nodded, because sure, why not? Fuck it all.

Alex reached down to the base of the bed, flipped out a handle, and cranked it.

The ropes around her arms and legs tightened and then pulled her up. The ropes underneath her became a hammock that her ass and back rested on. Her arms slapped together and stretched over her head.

Her breath caught in her chest. She panted, trying to get enough air.

The apparatus hoisted Georgie into the air.

Most of her weight rested on the ropes under her butt, but she grabbed the ropes above her head. She twisted her neck, looking down at the platform falling away from her.

Panic seized her heart and lungs because she was going to fall and be broken or be torn limb from limb by this insane torture device. “I quit!”

Alex dropped to one knee and yanked a lever, and she dropped in a controlled fall, lowering her until her butt rested on the leather mattress. The ropes slackened, and she curled up and wrapped her arms around her legs. “What the hell was that?”

He climbed on the bed behind her and wrapped her whole body in his strong arms, cradling her against his bare chest, skin-to-skin. The down of his chest hair was soft against her cheek, and that clean, green grass scent of his cologne on his neck smelled like a wildflower field in the summer.

“It’s all right,” he whispered to her. “You weren’t hurt. It didn’t hurt you. Do you want these off?”

He touched the cuffs over her wrists and the stirrups tied to her feet.

Georgie clutched his neck and stammered, “I couldn’t move. I couldn’t catch myself. I was going to fall.”

He stroked her hair away from her face. “You won’t fall. I’m very good at setting up an apparatus like this. I could have done it with just rope and knots, but I thought the cuffs might reassure you, your first time. You have to trust me. You just saw that you can trust me. When you said your safe word, I released you immediately.”

This was not fun and fucking games. “What were you going to do when I was all tied up?”

His deep voice rumbled beside her cheek. “I won’t force you to do something you don’t want to. I will let you have what you want most, what you crave, but you dare not admit, even to yourself.”

“That’s fucking insane,” Georgie whispered. The black leather binding her feet looked cruel.

“Most people are frightened in the beginning,” Alex said.

“I’m not scared.”

He stroked her cheek and looked deep into her eyes. “You trusted me to help you perform on the piano.”

She nodded.

“Compared to performing, this is easy. This is just us, alone, exploring what you really want. No one will see. No one will ever know except us.”

When she had brought him in here, she had fully intended to be the Dominant one. She had planned to tie him up and tickle him, maybe get him going until he turned a little blue, then ride him until he shouted when he came.

But this! This dependency, this lack of control, this vulnerability! She couldn’t take it. Her hands and legs quivered.

Alex leaned back and rocked her as he held her in his arms. “We can stop now. If this frightens you too much, if it pushes a button for you, if you don’t want to explore this side of yourself, we can go back to my hotel or we can take you home. I thought you wanted this.”

Georgie pressed her hands on her thighs, trying to stop the shaking. “I thought I was going to be the Dominant.”

Her voice sounded stronger. Good.

He chuckled. “You’ll get to know me better tonight.”

“That was never going to happen, huh?”

“Just not my personality.”

“I don’t think this is mine, either.”

“I think it is.”

“We’ve known each other for a few days and boinked once. How would you know that?”

“The way you responded at the piano. You want to perform. You are drowning for lack of music in your life, but you couldn’t let yourself go until I, essentially, forced you to do what you so desperately wanted to. Performing is always an enormous risk. You couldn’t open yourself and allow yourself to be so vulnerable.”

“I can be—” She didn’t bother finishing the sentence.

Alex lifted her chin with just one of his long, callused fingers. He kissed her, his warm lips gentle on her mouth. “It can be terrifying to have an experience that you want so much, that is so intense, that you lose yourself. You have to trust me to take you through the place that terrifies you, to keep you safe, and to hold you until you emerge on the other side. If these few nights are all we have, let me have all of you for just this short time.”

Georgie had started trembling while he spoke, but it was just a few nights, her last nights in the Southwest before she ran. She wouldn’t ever see Alex again.

Maybe, just for tonight, just for a few hours, she could release her ironclad control of everything in her life. “Okay.”

“So we’ll start again,” Alex said. “Safe words are still ‘largo’ and ‘I quit.’ If you use your red word again, however, this might be too much for you, and we’ll stop entirely. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

He leaned down and kissed her again, an intimate, gentle kiss. He whispered, “Let me have you tonight.”

Georgie nodded again.

Alex untangled his long arms and legs from around her and slid off the side of the bed. Reaching onto the mattress, he arranged her arms—his strong hands gentle on her wrists and ankles, as he positioned her body as if Georgie were a doll.

Just give up your freakish control, she thought. Just for one night, Georgie didn’t have to be the Ice Princess. Alex would take care of her.

Something that had been clenched in her mind unfurled.

Georgie breathed.

Alex stroked her arms, relaxing them, lengthening them, and kissed her palms and the inside of her wrists. He curled her fingers around the ropes.

He ran his fingers down her legs, caressing her, and he straightened the ropes on the mattress.

The ropes, once snarled from her freak-out, were now coiled in the corners in the suspension frame, ready to be wound on the pulleys and tightened.

Alex crawled above her again, his body sliding between her spread thighs as he moved up her body to kiss her mouth again, slowly, with such control. “Are you ready?”

Metaphorically, Georgie opened her hands and let it all fall away. She nodded.

He said. “Talk to me. No silence, this time.”

Georgie whispered, “I’m ready, Alex.”

He closed his eyes when she said his name, and his long, exotic eyes creased at the corners. He tucked his chin toward his chest and swallowed.

When he opened his dark eyes, his long hair hanging around his face, swaying, he said, “Let’s begin.”

This time, Georgie didn’t brace herself.

She let go.

















Which Of Us Is Alex?







Alexandre de Valentinois




Alex.

Georgie called him Alex and it rang through his head, a clear, cold note like an aquamarine chill in the air on the top of an Alpine mountain.

Alexandre de Valentinois filled his head and body. His hand twitched, intending to reach for Georgie’s wrist and release her from this contraption, to lay her on the bed and hold her in his arms and with his body until they were both sated. This compulsion to orchestrate a performance felt alien, even though it shouldn’t have.

He had been sliding away, and he hadn’t even felt it until she called him back with his name.

The power of his name had called him back. The connotations swirled: the nine billion names of God; a deep and inscrutable, singular, jellicle name; the intimacy of being named, in the name of the Lord, and more.

Again, there was something in there, some art, something that sang to him in a deep red tone and a taste like a silver knife on the back of his tongue. It would need a strong bassline and blown-out drums during the processing. A melody line began to knit itself together in his head, a rise and fall like a plaintive wail, around the words, Call me by my name and— something.

The words weren’t quite forming, but it was close.

Alexandre lifted his head, focusing his eyes on her. “Let’s begin.”

















Willing Suspension of Disbelief







Georgie




Georgie breathed, letting the air flow through her chest, just like all the panic attack therapists had taught her. The breathing exercises were working a lot better now than they ever had when all her high school friends had started hating her or when someone was watching to see if she made a mistake while playing the piano.

From the base of the bed, Alex steadied himself by holding onto one of the tall, iron posts and bent, cranking the ropes until they were snug but her shoulders and feet still rested firmly on the bed. With every dip, his biceps bulged, and his abdominals crunched and stretched.

Georgie’s mouth watered.

He crawled between her legs and lay on her, the hard seams of his jeans scraping her thighs and belly as he moved up to kiss her.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered against her mouth.

She was breathing deep, full breaths, not the panting fear-gasps of earlier. She kissed him back, swirling her tongue with his. His arms slid under her shoulders, and he held her.

If he unbuttoned his fly, he could fuck her right then, and she could feel his hard cock through his jeans against her stomach. Her own openness to him sent a thrill through her.

Alex just kept kissing her, deeply and sweetly. His chest rubbed her breasts as he meshed his mouth with hers, his silky chest fuzz sliding his skin over hers. His fingers toyed with strands of her hair, combing them back and away from her face.

Her heartbeat quickened, the throb pulsing against his chest.

He broke off the kiss and reared up, the muscles of his abs and chest sliding under his golden skin. Sliding backwards, he dodged under her chin and mouthed her neck, his lips sucking for a moment over her pulse. His hand slipped down her side, caressing the skin over her ribs on the way down. He slid backward, tonguing her breasts and lingering there for moments, before he climbed off the end of the bed.

Alex kept one hand on her calf as he turned the crank beyond her feet. With every dip, the aqua and turquoise ink on his back winked toward her. Darker ink looked like things were flailing in the water.

The ropes pulled, raising her wrists and her feet. Georgie pushed down on the stirrups under her shoes, and her knees rose.

The cords under her back tightened.

Alex paused to kiss the inside of her calf.

Georgie breathed and closed her eyes to better feel his mouth on her leg.

The crank clicked as Alex wound it, and the ropes drew at her limbs, pressing her arms together but spreading her legs.

The apparatus lifted her, and Georgie clutched the cords.

Alex’s mouth was pressed to the inside of her calf. “Trust me,” he said against her leg.

Georgie relaxed her hands until she didn’t feel like she was clinging to the ropes, but she still held onto them.

“Good,” Alex murmured and mouthed up to her knee.

The cranks clicked again, lifting her higher. Her ass left the bed, suspended, and the ropes under her seat swung gently. Her thighs spread farther apart.

Alex leaned in, mouthing her leg up to her knee.

Georgie sighed as his mouth moved higher, sucking at her thigh. She let her head fall back and rest against the back of the seat.

When you give yourself over to a piece of art or a work of literature, when you allow yourself to believe the impossible for the few moments that you’re inside the work, it’s called the willing suspension of disbelief.

Georgie the Ice Princess never gave up control. Georgiana was a closed-in, frightened girl with a cast-iron shell that no one could touch.

But now, she was suspended in the air and in time, and Georgie opened her lungs to take in a breath and believed that Alex would hold her until she was safe on the other side.

The ropes ascended again, and Alex moved up her leg with them. Georgie was just about to make some crack about operant conditioning when his warm mouth and sultry breath moved past her knee, his hands pressed her thighs wider apart, and his white teeth grazing the inside of her thigh occupied her full attention.

Alex kneeled on the bed now, holding her hips with his hands, and he barely bent his neck as he nibbled on her skin, nearing the apex of her thighs.

Every time his jaw opened, every swipe of his tongue over her leg, and every exhale of his hot, moist breath on her skin fluttered shivers over her flesh. She couldn’t stop him, couldn’t move, couldn’t push him away.

She could have said her safe word, but she sure as hell didn’t want him to stop.

The warmth of his breath brushed the sensitive skin of her sex.

Alex’s fingers kneaded her legs as his breath became the touch of his soft lips, and that deepened to gentle sucking on the folds of her skin. The sensation vibrated through Georgie, and her breaths turned to gasps.

He kissed her more deeply, each suck turning into a slow lick and swirl of his tongue that delved between her layers of soft skin. Georgie grabbed the ropes as tension began to build inside her. Every stroke of his tongue rubbed her harder, spiraling the ache.

Her eyes fluttered open. Down between her thighs, Alex’s dark blond head rocked as his tongue worked her. When he saw her peeking, still clutching the ropes and her breath catching in her throat, he drove his tongue deep inside her and ran the rough flat of it up and over her clit.

Aching need grabbed her. Georgie bowed backward. “Alex, please!”

Alex lunged to his feet. His jeans were already unbuttoned and shoved down, his thick erection so hard that it curved back toward his navel. He bit down on a foil packet, ripping it open with his teeth, and slapped it on.

Georgie struggled in the ropes, wanting to lie on the bed with him, but the snug leather cuffs around her wrists and ankles wouldn’t budge. Even the movement of her own muscles inside her body was driving her closer to the edge.

He grabbed the ropes near her feet, swinging her to him.

Oh, wow. He had positioned the hammock ropes to the perfect height for him to—

Alex dragged the swing back, leaning over her and aiming into her body, and slid her onto his cock.

Georgie gasped and arched her back, her fingernails digging into the thick ropes in her hands.

He glided through her smoothly, his hardness slipping into her wet flesh.

The ropes creaked in the pulleys and loops. Above her, the sturdy frame didn’t sway with her weight, just the ropes moved. She grabbed the ropes and held on.

He seized her knees and pushed her back, pulling his cock out of her, and hauled her forward, all with smooth and sinuous motion, leaning into each stroke like he was rowing hard. Every thrust plunged into her, a long glide that rubbed inside and scrubbed across her clit. Georgie clenched her fists around the ropes as he drove every stroke deep inside her, cranking her body more tightly around him.

Alex pounded into her with the relentless tempo of a march, driving her toward orgasm.

Her fingernails dug into the ropes as her belly and chest tightened with the tension. Alex surged into her as she clutched the straps, her back bowing impossibly far as the energy spiraled and then seized her. The orgasm dug its claws into Georgie and ripped her in half, rocketing up her spine. Her mind turned white behind her eyelids, the pleasure blinding and deafening her with its roar. Her shout rose to a scream in her throat but she couldn’t hear herself with the tides tossing and drowning her for what felt like hours.

Later, hours or days or forever later, her cheek pressed against something warm, and her arms could move and she grabbed onto Alex, holding tight as the waves still wracked her body. Warmth surrounded her, and she was safe as the last of it billowed through her. She clutched him around his neck, that green-grass scent fading with the musk of their sex and his natural scent, and his strong arm held her up as the ropes restraining her ankles slackened so she could curl her legs around him, too.

“Alex,” she whispered. His name was a sigh in her mouth.

“I’m here,” he said, his deep voice rumbling against her.

Her head spun. “I’m not afraid anymore.”

“Good,” he said, his lips pressed to her forehead. “I never wanted you to be afraid, mon coeur.”

“What did you want me to be?”

“Yourself, of course. You wanted to explore certain things about yourself.”

“We sure did that.”

“We should have talked about it more beforehand. I should have told you that I tend to be—” Alex paused.

Georgie raised an eyebrow, although he wouldn’t be able to see it because she was nestled in his arms and against the silken fuzz on his chest. “Go ahead. Say it.”

“There are terms for what I like, a certain vocabulary, if one is into that sort of thing.”

She craned her neck and looked up at him. “You’re a Dom.”

He inclined his head, acknowledging. “That’s one word for it.”

“That’s the only word for it.”

“And you’re a sub.”

“Absolutely not.”

“My mistake. You just really like it when a man takes charge.” His tone mocked her, but with with humor, not sarcasm.

“Not that way. Not like, you know.”

“I know very well, Georgie.”

Even though Georgie was already running away from this incarnation of her life, even though she should already be deciding on a new name and someplace to live, for the moment, she was safe in Alex’s arms as he gently unbuckled the cuffs from her wrists and ankles.

He murmured into her hair, “We’ll go to my hotel for a few hours of sleep before I show you what I’ve been working on. I need someone to hear it.”

“Seriously? You still want to play the music?”

“It’s why I came here.”

















A Terra Cotta Birthday Cake







Georgie




After showering in the rough granite spa-stall showers of The Devilhouse’s locker room—because what the Hell, no one else was there—and stealing yet another cocktail dress from the costume closet—because The Devilhouse was closed and Bonfils owned it—Georgie drove her Lexus through the deserted streets to Alex’s hotel.

In the passenger seat, Alex laid his head against the headrest, his long hair spreading against the beige leather.

The streetlights shone yellow circles on the vacant asphalt, and the emptiness of the streets made her think that the zombies must have already eaten everyone in town. However, she was sure that no one was following them because there were no other cars on the roads. She dragged both her bug-out bags out of the car, unwilling to leave even a few of her remaining possessions in the car overnight, even in a hotel parking lot where black globes on tall poles kept watch inside the chain-link fence.

Alex took her around to the back entrance where several fawning bellhops tried to snatch their bags to ferry them up to their room, but Georgie wouldn’t let anyone take her bug-out bags—even a cursory shakedown would find her stacks of cash in there—and Alex seemed freakishly, if very subtly, possessive about his guitar case with its hidden fiddle compartment. The two gentlemen in black slacks and shirts settled for carrying Alex’s garment bag.

He must have pulled the I’m-a-real-Duke card. Hotel staff don’t fall all over themselves for mere rich guys, especially at tall hotels like this one.

Though he had reserved the penthouse. Maybe they pulled out all the organ stops for penthouse guests.

As soon as the bellhops left with what Georgie thought was an exorbitant tip for only carrying one bag, Alex and Georgie walked through the gold-splashed living room, fell on the gilded bed, and twined around each other, holding on tight, and slept deeply for a few hours until three in the dark morning, when Georgie’s phone cheeped.

Alex shook his head, his long hair an artfully mussed bedhead that tousled over his shoulders. He drew his hair back from his temples, and it fluffed and fell in gorgeous waves around his strong cheekbones and jawline.

Because he was a guy.

It wasn’t fair. They got longer eyelashes, too. Damn them all.

Georgie could feel that her own long hair was a magpie nest. Half of it was snarled like tangled fishing line on one side of her head, and she was pretty sure that the chocolate left on the pillow by the turndown service had melted onto her scalp.

She grumbled, “I’ll be just a minute in the bathroom.”

Luckily, she could shower quickly, even if her long hair dripped down the back of her shirt while she drove them both through the very early morning to the music building.

“It’s always unlocked,” she explained, walking through the front doors. Alex caught the spring-loaded door before it could crash closed on her or on his guitar case. “People practice at all hours because there are too many music majors and not enough pianos.”

“Why wouldn’t a music major go to Juilliard or Berklee?” he asked, looking at the lobby as they walked to the elevators. As much as the outside of the building looked like a terra cotta wedding cake with frosting swags looping from each story, the lobby had been remodeled a few years before and was paneled in long curves of inlaid dark and blond wood.

“Yeah, let them eat cake,” Georgie said, sarcasm lilting in her voice. “Are you related to Marie Antoinette, oh Monsieur French Duke?”

“Very indirectly,” he said, sounding distracted because he was examining the shape of the silvery ceiling three stories above them. “The Monégasque princely family is descended from nobility, counts and dukes, but very little royalty. Flicka was quite a catch for Pierre. Why would they put aluminum up there? The acoustics in here are deplorable.”

Marie Antoinette? Georgie had been screwing with Alex. She stopped him with a hand on his elbow. “Seriously?”

“Yes, the acoustics are awful. Our voices are echoing so much that I can hardly see. Tell me that the performance rooms are better than this.”

“No. The thing about Marie Antoinette.”

“Distantly, and indirectly,” Alex said, still looking up as if scanning for dive-bombing birds. His fists knotted around his backpack straps, and his knuckles were turning white. “We share some common ancestors and have noble relatives in common, most of whom were Austrian or German. Can we get out of this lobby?”

Georgie watched Alex’s dark eyes. They were a little wider than usual, and he almost seemed to be watching things that weren’t there. She hadn’t seen him drop any acid or anything.

“Come on.” She took his hand—which was uncharacteristically cool and damp under his calluses on his fingers and palm—untangling his finger’s from his guitar case’s backpack straps around his chest, and led him to a hallway with the standard, pock-marked acoustic tile on the ceiling and white-washed drywall sopping up any stray vibration.

Alex leaned against the wall and scrubbed at his face with his hands. “Sorry.”

“What happened out there?”

“Nothing.” He sucked in a deep breath—Georgie’s counselors would have called it a fortifying breath—and said, “Lead the way to the practice rooms?”

“Sure.” She kept an eye on him in the elevator up into the top layers of the birthday cake, but other than a furtive wipe of his face by stretching his tee shirt up, he didn’t fidget any more.

When they got to the practice room, Alex slung his guitar case to the floor. “So I have this piece I’m working on,” he said. The upright piano in the corner left just enough room for a chair for Alex and his guitar case on the floor.

“Yeah?”

“It’s a song.”

“Like ‘Alwaysland?’”

“Yes, a ballad, but I’m having problems fitting words into it.”

“What do you do with all these songs?”

“I beg your pardon?” Alex asked. He cocked his head like he was politely quizzical. The blond ends of his hair slipped over his shoulder.

“There’s ‘Alwaysland.’ Now you’re working on this one. What do you do with your songs?”

His tight smile was rather proper. “Isn’t it enough that they exist?”

“You’re being very Socratic, answering my questions with more questions. No, it’s not enough that they exist. Assuming this wasn’t a nookie run, you flew all the way here to bust into the music building in the middle of the night to play a song for me. It isn’t enough to say that it just exists.”

“I’m one of those spoiled rich brats. We do things like write songs for no reason.” He laid his guitar case on the floor and unclipped the latches.

“And fly on a moment’s notice in the middle of the night to work on a song that no one will ever hear?” She sat down on the piano bench but didn’t face the keyboard.

“Yes.” He lifted his guitar and sat on the chair, flicking his fingers over the strings and twisting the tuning pins at the top.

He wasn’t going to tell her. She was withholding all kinds of stuff from him, too, so that was probably fair. “Well, all right then.”

“Shall we begin?”

“Sure. What’s the name of the song?”

“Scrambled Eggs,” he said.

“Ooo. Romantic.”

“Just listen.” He warmed up for a moment, running his fingers up the fretboard and plucking the steel strings with his other hand. He held the guitar like a classical guitarist with the body between his legs and the fretboard running up near his shoulder, not like a contemporary musician with the instrument lying across his lap like it was falling-down drunk.

Georgie had played instrumental music all her life, to the point where lyrics sometimes seemed intrusive to her.

Alex’s song drifted out of his guitar, a haunting, wrenching melody of longing.

By the time he was finished, her hands were clenched into fists in her lap. “Oh, my God, Alex. You wrote that?”

He nodded. “What do you think?”

“It’s gorgeous.”

“Words haven’t fit it yet.”

“It’s beautiful the way it is. You shouldn’t distract from the music with words.”

“I don’t think that’s possible. It needs words.”

“Well, I think it’s gorgeous.”

“Notes?”

“I don’t know, Alex. Let me hear it again.”

They stayed in the practice room past dawn, with Alex playing his song and Georgie playing it back to him on the piano, varying the cadence and tempo, until they had strengthened it.

“It’s an amazing piece of music, Alex, but I have an eight-forty class that I should be at.” If no burly Russian bratva guys were waiting for her outside of it. “I just have the one class, though. I’ll be done in an hour.”

“I’ll noodle around here,” he said, tightening a tuning peg on his guitar what Georgie could only call an imperceptible amount. “When you get back, we’ll go for breakfast.”

“Cool.”

Outside the music building, Georgie dodged through the crowd thronging the sun-drenched sidewalks. She watched—oh, she watched hard—but no big Russian guys were lurking behind the palm trees that lined the pedestrian malls nor did anyone film her on their cell phone for nefarious purposes.

After class, no one followed or intimidated her then, either, so she swung by and picked up Alex from the music building. He tucked his long hair in his black baseball hat and donned sunglasses as if he were the one being followed by the Russian mafia, and they went to breakfast at a coffee shop across the street.

At breakfast, the waitress flirted with Alex, laying her hand on his shoulder and bending way, way over, as if Georgie wasn’t sitting right there. Georgie even caught her taking an over-the-shoulder selfie of him. So fucking unprofessional.

Alex was polite, and he didn’t precisely flirt back, though he smiled at the waitress a bit too broadly. When they had finished their egg white omelets, he left the woman a huge tip, the sap.

God, men were so easily manipulated. Flash a little boob and their wallets fall out of their pants.

For the rest of the day, Georgie went to classes when she had to, ditching Alex in a piano practice room or her dorm room. He worked obsessively on the guitar, practicing extraordinarily complex technical scales and changing parts of that Scrambled Eggs song, and then composing others.

Four others.

These new songs had words that he sang under his breath at first, scratching in a notebook, then for her. Over the hours and days that they had together, his voice healed, and it was the first time she had heard him when he wasn’t so hoarse he could barely speak.

He was a bright tenor with an extraordinary range down to a deep baritone.

Sitting on her bed, listening to Alex sing songs of love and heartache in a wide-open, velvety tenor was spell-binding. After one song about a guy longing for his girlfriend, singing, “When I touch you, I can breathe again,” where the word “breathe” sounded like Alex was spreading his arms and turning his face to the sun, Georgie joked that he needed to excuse her to go change her panties.

But she meant it. Her body was beginning to crave him, and they had so little time before he had to fly back on Saturday afternoon.

Over time, Georgie became more certain that she wasn’t being followed and so the Russian bratva must not know where she lived, just her cell phone number. That guy at the nightclub must have been just some guy, not a Russian hit man. She attended class and walked around campus with more confidence, even though she kept at least one of her bug-out bags close at hand at all times.

When she was walking to class her phone buzzed in her purse. Georgie checked the screen before she answered, dreading an unknown number, but the screen said Lizzy.

She thumbed the screen. “Lizzy?”

“Yeah, Georgie?” Her raspy voice was a relief. “I need to ask you a favor. It’s about The Devilhouse.”

The Devilhouse didn’t matter to Georgie. She would be far out of town before Mannix Bonfils managed to do anything about it. “What about it?”

Lizzy, in her raspy little voice said, “I’m taking over. I’m going to be The Domina of The Devilhouse.”

Georgie cracked up.

When she got her breath back, she asked, “What the Hell happened in France between you and Mannix Bonfils?”

“Mannix is dead.”

“Oh.” Georgie swallowed hard. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m not. He tried to kill Theo, and I’m still not sure why he thought that I would go with him if he did. Anyway, Theo was half-owner, a silent partner, so he owns it now, and I’m going to run it.”

“What about college?” Georgie asked.

“I’ll finish this semester and then go part-time. I’m switching my major to business. Remember, you said that you could get me through Diffy-Que!”

Georgie scrubbed her face with her hand. “Yeah, about that, Lizzy—”

“Anyway, we’re having an all-hands meeting at The Devilhouse tomorrow afternoon to discuss how all of Mannix’s changes are gone. There will be some changes at the D-H, but they’re the other way, better for contractors. You can come, right?”

Georgie glanced at the crowd around her, everyone hurrying to class, watching for anyone who might be following her. “I’ve got a lot of stuff going on right now.”

“I really need you to be there.”

If the Russian bratva really hadn’t found her, if they only knew her phone number, then maybe she could get her job back and continue with her planned payback scheme.

Yet, she shouldn’t commit until she knew. “I don’t know.”

“Please, Georgie! I need you. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

This was Lizzy, her friend who had helped her slay her Boston R’s. “Okay. I’ll be there.”

“Thank you! I’ll see you soon!” She hung up, and Georgie tucked the phone back in her purse.

It would be fine.

In those few days, she caught Alex playing his violin only once, when she had been at class for several hours and was just dragging in.

When she opened her dorm room’s front door, he wasn’t in the study room, but the bedroom door was closed. The soprano strains of violin music echoed through the dorm room, and she very gently cracked the bedroom door to hear better and sat on the couch.

Even his actual violin was exceptional, producing an extravagant, lush sound that she had never heard outside of a major concert hall. His bowing was so intricate that some parts sounded like two violins playing in harmony as he drew out the soaring, heart-wrenching notes of Schubert’s “Ave Maria.”




Schubert’s Ave Maria

Performed by Joshua Bell




Georgie hadn’t been to Mass in years, so many years. She missed the music. She covered her face with her hands, not allowing any tears to break free, and sat silently until Alex strummed his guitar again. After a few minutes, she composed herself and slammed the front door, yelling, “Honey! I’m home!”

They stayed at his hotel those nights because his feet did actually hang off of the end of the twin bed in Georgie’s dorm room and because, as she said, reasons.

Something was changing, though.

In class, Georgie’s attention wandered sometimes. When her professors were expounding on hegemons and statistical modeling of elections, she found herself remembering lilting strains of violins and dissecting intricate guitar melodies, but she shook her head and put herself back together.

When Alex played for her, everything else in her life fled. For three glorious days, Georgie lived with music around her all the time, even when she should have been concentrating on her classes.

The timid musician lifted her head, drawn out by the music.

Thursday night, he stroked her body until she was floating. A dim flicker of Georgie’s mind noted that this was like being hypnotized, this languorous suspension of her mind even though her body wasn’t lifted by the ropes. Alex held her in his arms, murmuring music to her, delving into her body until they were both breathless and clutching each other, until she was safe on the other side.

Friday passed in a desperate haze of music and heated flesh with Georgie running her fingers over the ridges of the tattoos on Alex’s back.

Saturday morning came far too soon.

















Saturday Morning







Georgie




Saturday morning, after Georgie and Alex spent the wee, dark hours in a practice room fine-tuning a song that he would surely stuff in a bag somewhere, they dropped by Georgie’s dorm room to grab some notes that she wanted to take with her when she fled. In her study room, the curtains were drawn tightly against the sun outside.

“I don’t want to leave,” Alex said, his hands lingering on her waist and hips. His dark eyes looked more forlorn than when he had arrived.

“Your plane doesn’t leave for a couple hours. I just need to meet some friends at the Student Union to exchange class notes,” Georgie said. “You can come with me, if you want.”

“Oh, God,” he laughed. “No, I cannot walk through a Student Union to help you get your notes.”

“Why not?”

Alex ran his fingers through his hair, tangling it around his fingers. “Lingering trauma from Juilliard. Just the thought of political science still gives me chills.”

“Yeah? You take a lot of poli-sci classes at Juilliard?” she asked, knowing full well that the whole point of attending a music conservatory was the laser-narrow focus on music. No math classes. No Biology for Non-Majors. No poli-sci. Just musical theory and craft and instrument classes. “Anyway, if you don’t want to wait, you can take my car to the airport. Just tell me where you parked it and I’ll have Lizzy—” but Lizzy was staying at Theo’s house, taking care of him while he healed and just showing up for class, “—or someone else drive me to the airport to pick it up.”

He shook his head, his long hair swaying. “I’m not going to take your car. I would call a car service to pick me up. I just don’t want to go yet.”

“You can just hang out in my dorm room. Just don’t crank the music too loud. My suitemate Hester next door has a thing about loud music. Something about the Devil and being dragged down to Hell on radio waves.”

Alex laughed out loud this time, a full-throated singer’s laugh, and then he stopped. “That’s kind of catchy. ‘Dragged down to Hell on radio waves.’”

“Writing words for Mozart’s chamber music?”

He caught her around the waist, pulling her to him. Georgie let her fingers trail down his ribs, feeling the thick ropes of muscle under his black tee shirt. The thin fabric would probably tear easily if she sank her teeth into it and yanked.

“Not for Mozart, no. When I’m with you, everything sounds like a song.” His eyes lifted to the ceiling again. His delighted chuckle vibrated through his chest. “Where is my damn notebook?”

“You’re always scribbling.”

“Not always.” His strong hand dropped lower on her hip. He dipped his head, and his lips grazed her neck. “Skip the notes.”

“I can’t,” she said. The notes were for Lizzy, who was trying her darnedest to catch up, and Lizzy was counting on her.

“Stay.”

“Oh, Alex, I want to, but I can’t. Just wait for me here so I can kiss you good-bye.”

And it would be good-bye.

He said, “I’ll wait. Hurry back.”

“One more thing.” She pulled a wad of thread-covered elastic hair ties from her backpack pocket. “Use these when you tie back your hair. Rubber bands break the strands. They’re not good for it.”

He took the bands, smiling, even if it was a little sheepishly.

Georgie untangled herself from his arms, but he kissed her all the way out the door, and their mouths parted just as the door closed between them.

Her lips felt swollen all the way to the Student Union and while she grabbed a couple scones for Alex or for her drive across the mountains tonight. She trotted through the throng at the SU, crowded even though it was Saturday, to find her friends.

Mina and Kalli were sitting at a cafe table drinking super-size lattes, so Georgie joined them for a few minutes.

Georgie was still running her thumb over her lower lip when she realized that Mina and Kalli, after they had handed over Lizzy’s notes, were repressing giggles and covertly comparing her to something on a tablet.

She lowered one eyebrow at them. They were silly girls, more interested in getting an M.R.S. than getting into law or grad school, but they took good notes and had been generous with helping out Lizzy when she had been absent for a couple weeks, even transcribing professors’ lectures from a recorder for her. “Yes, ladies?”

“You’re famous,” Kalli said, tossing her lustrous black hair back over her shoulder.

Panic slammed Georgie. Those news clippings were almost a decade old and had a different name on them. “No. I’m not. That’s someone else.”

“Nuh-uh. Look.” Mina turned her tablet toward Georgie.

The screen showed Georgie giving the flirty breakfast waitress the stink-eye, while Alex obliviously smiled at her. The caption at the bottom read, “Xan’s Valentine: Walk-Of-Shame Breakfast.”

The name was so close to “Alexandre de Valentinois” that Georgie actually read it as such the first time through, but then she read the headline a second time and the story, picking up terms like “rock star” and “missing on tour” and “anonymous jealous bitch.”

No shit.

She turned back to Mina and Kalli. “I would never go out to breakfast without makeup. She looks hideous.”

Both of them raised their eyebrows and examined the photo.

Mina said, “Wow. She really looks like you.”

“All us brunettes look alike to you blondes.”

Kalli fluffed her black hair. “She’s right, Mina. You can’t tell us apart.”

And they didn’t say anything more about it, but Georgie pretended to read the notes and drank her over-sweetened latte, prattling with the girls about who was dating whom, while she stewed for a few moments until it was polite to leave, ready to kick Alex’s ass when she got back to the dorm.

Stupid rock star fucking around with her like she was a goddamn groupie.
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Alexandre de Valentinois




Alexandre was lying on his back in Georgie’s tiny dorm bed with his guitar resting on his chest and his stockinged feet hanging off the end. Small white speakers, probably Bose, were tucked in the seams where the walls met the ceiling, and Alexandre had plugged his phone into the stereo system. Rather valuable pastel prints hung on the dorm walls below the speakers in lieu of the usual thumbtacked posters. Either Georgie or her roommate had rare taste in art.

His own voice sang to him through the speakers, “Because while I live, Because while I breathe—” His own melody floated through the air to him in tones of blue and teal, swelling to sunset shades at the key change for the last chorus.

Alexandre sang along while he picked out the song on his guitar, barely warming up his voice and letting air stream through his vocal cords, a dreamy smile on his face. His throat felt healthy. Music had immersed him and Georgie for three days in a warm pool of color and sound.

Five songs in total, and pages of fragments filled his notebook. He had never had such an intensely creative period. Every time he was stuck for a musical phrase, Georgie played a variation on the piano that broke his mental logjam. When he couldn’t find a rhyme, she kept him from chasing the abjectly obvious and lobbed options at him, at least one of which was usually the perfect color. She played his songs in the styles of Mozart and Bach and Rachmaninoff and discovered new harmonic possibilities that changed his vision of them to something new and startling.

Despite his total lack of belief in such egregious superstition, Alexandre had found a muse.

Granted, it might have been the college setting and piano practice rooms that evoked resonances of Juilliard, which was the last time that songs had flowed from his mind and body instead of being chiseled out of diamond-hard, bitter ice. It might have been that when Georgie was in his arms, the world around him melted away, and the air thinned until he could drink deep draughts instead of battling to suck oxygen through his clenched teeth.

But it might be her.

She called him Alex, his true name.

She saw him as he was now, stripped of all his history.

She didn’t see him as pathetic, broken little Alexandre Grimaldi, the prodigy who had snapped under the strain, nor as his other, darker self that had been born that night.

Alexandre picked out the song on the guitar over his heart.

He hadn’t found lyrics for the melody that he called “Scrambled Eggs” yet, but the song seemed inextricably bound to Georgie.

Not that he believed in such things as songs being bound to someone.

Or muses.

Summer vacation was only a few weeks away. He would ask her to come on tour with him. She would, of course, because she didn’t have a classical career to leave behind. What college junior wouldn’t leap at the chance to tour America and Europe for a summer with a rock band?

A jagged slam rattled the prints nailed to the walls.

He swung his legs off the bed and stood, laying his guitar on the bed behind him. “Georgie?” he called.

The door from the study room flew open, and Alexandre caught a glimpse of the blackened sole of Georgie’s high-heeled boot where she had kicked it open.

Her furious face chilled him.

Georgie shoved her phone at him. The screen filled with a close-up of his own face and bare torso posed for the Rolling Stone cover shot a few months before.

She yelled, “Are you fucking serious?” The rage in her voice spiked orange light around her.

He held up his hands. “I can explain.”

“You’re a fucking rock musician? You’re a singer in a band? And I’m all over the internet because you’re a fucking rock star? I can’t believe that you didn’t tell me who you are.”

“Do you listen to Killer Valentine?” he asked.

“Of course not. I mean, I haven’t,” she backpedaled.

“Would you have known who ‘Xan Valentine’ was?” Darkness shivered at the edges of his vision when he invoked the name.

“No.” Her derisive tone explained exactly what she thought of popular music.

“Then it doesn’t matter, does it?”

“It matters that I’ve been walking around with a major rock star and didn’t know it, and people have been taking my picture and slapping it up all over the internet.”

“I’m Alexandre when I’m with you. I’m not Xan Valentine. Xan is a jackass. I don’t think you’d like him very much.”

“You’re Xan Valentine,” she grated out between clenched teeth.

“He’s a persona, a stage name—” Alexandre tried to explain, even as darkness wormed inside him.

“No one else is Xan Valentine. You are!”

He sat on the bed and ran his hand through his hair. After stroking Georgie’s silken brown hair for three days, his own hair felt like straw in his fingers. “I thought this conversation would go differently.”

She sat heavily on the other twin bed that was stripped down to the bare mattress and slumped, her head in her hands. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

He watched her, slouched there in a hopeless slump. Tears lined her warm brown eyes with shining crescent moons.

He asked, “What’s really going on?”

She covered her face. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I thought you wouldn’t appreciate that I don’t work in classical forms.”

“Your songs are beautiful. They make me cry. It doesn’t matter what drumbeat you set them to or what kind of instruments play them, but you scribbling all those songs all week makes a hell of a lot more sense now.” A tear flipped over her eyelid. She rubbed it away hard.

Alexandre took her hand and pulled her over to sit beside him on her bed. He wrapped one arm around her, and she hesitated before she leaned over to rest against his chest.

He said, “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I don’t want to talk about it, but people were looking for me. Are looking for me. And with my face on the internet, they’ll find me. And that’s very, very bad.”

Odd. “Ex-boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Are you in the—what do you call it?—where government witnesses are hidden?”

“Witness Protection Program. I wish, but no. And I’m not playing twenty questions about this.”

“Are you sure they’re looking for you?”

“Absolutely.” Her choked voice was almost a sob.

“Surely there aren’t any pictures of you on the internet with me. I’ve been very careful to stay incognito.”

She swiped her phone screen twice and showed him a picture of the two of them eating breakfast.

“That’s unfortunate.” He took a closer look at her grimacing expression in the picture. “Was something wrong with your omelet?”

“The waitress was fluffing her knockers at you.”

“I didn’t notice.” Alexandre had noticed. They were huge, but he had kept his attention riveted on her stormcloud gray eyes.

“I call bullshit,” Georgie said.

“All right, but women often do things like that around me. If I leer at them, I’m an oversexed rock star creeper. If I ignore them, I’m an asshole.”

“I can’t believe I slept with you. God only knows where your dick has been.”

Alexandre cracked up, laughter jolting out of himself. “Finally, someone says something sensible. First, I always use condoms. Religiously. My only religion. Second, before Paris, I hadn’t gotten laid in nine months.”

“I call utter bullshit,” she said. “You must have hot-and-cold running groupies in every hotel at every stop.”

A disgusted shiver started at the base of his spine and crawled to the back of his neck. “I don’t touch them. Maybe I’ll show you why someday.”

Georgie wiped her face with her hands and pulled away from his arms. “You know, it really doesn’t matter. They found me a while ago, anyway. I had started getting complacent, thinking first that they didn’t know anything about me, then that they must have only found my phone number, but they probably knew everything by then. They just haven’t moved on me yet. Let’s get your stuff together and I’ll drive you to the airport. I’ve got places to go.”

He gently tugged her back into the circle of his arms, and she slumped against him. “I have a few hours, still.”

Georgie’s hands slipped up around his neck, and her soft breath fluttered over his neck.

Was she trying to start something? He desperately hoped so. Before last week, it really had been nine months for him. Maybe ten. Just touching the soft skin of her arms was enough to make the testosterone in his body surge.

Yet he asked, “Are you safe here?”

“No, but I’m going to take care of it.”

“How are you going to take care of it?”

“Leave,” she said.

Alexandre felt that word like a bat to the back of his head. “But you have your classes. And law school.”

“I’m going to have to ditch all that anyway.”

“Because of the pictures with me.” He felt horror twist his face. If he had fucked everything up for her—

“No. They called me on my cell a couple days ago. I started making plans to run then. It’s not you. The pictures didn’t even make it worse. They’re too recent. They just emphasized the fact that I need to leave again.”

Every time she said something new, a red flag waved in his head. “Again?”

“Long story. You don’t want to hear it.”

He turned her to face him. “Are you in actual danger?”

She sighed. “Maybe.” Her hands clenched on her knees. “Yeah.”

“I can’t leave here if you’re in danger, Georgie.”

“Oh yes, you can. You need to get right back on that plane and fly away so that I can go underground.”

Panic trickled through him, even as he reminded himself that he didn’t believe in muses. “I can’t believe that you’re going to give up law school.”

“I won’t give it up. Law school is the plan. I’ll go someplace else. Maybe Alabama. They won’t look for me in Alabama, although I thought that about here, too. Change my name legally again. Get my transcripts, and finish my undergrad there. I’ll lose this semester, but I’ll be okay. I just have to work my plan.”

Her vehemence on that last sentence sounded like it masked desperation. Alexandre had felt those sharp indigo tones in his own mouth. “What can I do to help?”

“Nothing,” she said. “Just get on your plane and don’t look back. It’s been lovely fucking you, Alex. Have a nice life.”

He didn’t believe in muses, but he believed that when he stepped out of the town car and back on the tour bus, he would be Xan Valentine again. “I don’t want to leave you.”

Georgie twisted in his arms, standing up on her knees, and kissed him. Her lips slanted across his, and he opened his mouth when she did, feeling her soft tongue on his.

Alexandre couldn’t speak anymore. If these were his last few moments with her before she made herself disappear, he didn’t want those precious moments to be spent on an argument.
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Five.

Everyone has a number, whether they have kept track or not.

Georgie’s number was three.

Georgie slept with a guy a maximum of three times, and then she untangled herself from any budding relationship before it got serious or was even acknowledged.

There were two guys out there that she had slept with three times before she had extricated herself. One of them had looked a little hurt, but they were cordial to each other for a couple weeks, then they were friends. She had lots of onesies and two-fers, of course. She wasn’t a fucking nun.

But, five.

The first time with Alexandre had been in Paris, after the performance at Flicka’s reception.

The second time had been the kinkfest in The Devilhouse.

The third and fourth times had been in his hotel room, tangled in the sheets of his bed.

And now.

Five.

Her arms shook a little, but Georgie slid her hands up and into his long hair, feeling the softer, honey-colored strands on the nape of his neck and the ridges crossing his back that felt like the deep calluses on his fingers.

She was going to disappear in a few hours anyway. He knew it. She wasn’t lying to him.

But five.

Alex’s strong arms were already around her, stroking her back and cupping the back of her head under her braid. He moved nearer to her on the mattress, lifting her, settling her against him, and arranging her legs around his waist.

Georgie could already feel his hardness through his jeans, and he dragged her ass across his thighs until his bulge pressed her clit. The thick, double-stitched seam in the denim of her pants nestled inside her spread-open folds and rubbed.

She refused to think that there was anything magic about five.

Alex rolled her back on the bed, his body still wedged between her legs. Her braid flopped to the side, and he snagged the elastic at the end, pulling it off. He used his fingers to comb the plaits out of her hair and wrapped long hanks around his hands.

“Just this once,” he whispered against her throat.

She nodded and stretched her neck to feel his warm breath on her skin. The mild scent of his cologne—green fields, wide-open spaces, and rich fruit and spices—lifted off his skin, and she breathed in his natural masculine scent underneath.

Yes, it would be just this once.

But it would be five.

Alex held her hair, turning her as he wanted, moving her head to mouth her collarbone and dragging her up against him, her back pressed to his torso, to explore her body with his strong, confident hands. He wasn’t rough with it, but her long hair knotted around his hand was a giving away of control that shook Georgie inside, but Alex held her in his arms, slowly stroking into her as he held her head down on her bed, making the springs creak gently under them, his face just above hers, his hair falling around them like a curtain, looking into her eyes with an openness that frightened her more than the mafia killers hunting her.

It was over too soon, and they lay in her bed, their limbs snaked together, watching the dappled sunlight from the slot windows high on the wall.

In the tiny dorm shower, Alex washed her body again, and took care to smooth lotion over her skin, like he was renewing her for her new life. As his arms and back flexed, his arms sweeping the cool moisturizer on her, the watercolor tattoo on his back looked like teal and blue ink had been poured over his pale gold skin. Darker designs of treble clefs and musical notes flowed over the strong muscles like flotsam in a flood. A serpentine, five-line musical staff wove through the design like a swimming water dragon. As he crouched and stroked lotion on her calves, Georgie ran her hands over his shoulders, feeling the rough ink under his skin.

After they dressed, Alex checked his instruments in his combination guitar and violin case in Georgie’s study room and told her that his other luggage would be delivered to his plane so they didn’t need to stop at his hotel.

Georgie wondered how he ranked that, but skipping his hotel was a ten-minute detour, lost.

The thick traffic on the freeway under the noontime sun ran fast and clear, bumper-to-bumper and eighty miles an hour. Georgie gripped the hot steering wheel and drove precisely in the zero-tolerance formation, the hot wind whizzing by her windows. She had never wished for a traffic jam before, but that day, she did. She couldn’t even hold Alex’s hand because she needed both hands on the wheel, but he looked out the passenger window at the beige freeway walls speeding behind them.

At the airport, she pulled her car into the first parking spot, the one nearest to the private terminal that she and Lizzy had flown out of only a week before.

Alex walked around the car and retrieved his guitar case from her trunk. She met him back there, thumbing the fob to release the trunk latch.

“I guess it’s time for you to go.” She couldn’t even make a joke about how it had been lovely fucking him.

Alex grabbed her around her waist and pressed her back against the car, which warmed the backs of her legs. “This feels wrong.”

No, it didn’t. His tall, lean body pressed against hers felt so right, but she knew what he meant.

“Tell me where you’re going,” he said.

“It’s better if no one knows,” she said. “I’ve got a quick meeting in town to support a friend, but then I’m hitting the road. I’ll be in Albuquerque tonight and past that tomorrow.”

“No matter where you are, if something happens, if you need help,” he whispered, “get to an airport with a private terminal. Call me. Evidently, if they have suitable incentive, my plane can be in the air in under two hours. I will come for you. I’ll send people if it’s faster, but call me.”

“I don’t know,” she said, feeling his arms around her waist and body.

Alex pressed his forehead against hers and closed his eyes. His long lashes lay like fringe on his cheeks. “No matter what you need, call me. I’ll help you.”

The first two times she had disappeared, no one had said this to her. His words comforted her down to her core. “I will.”

“Good.” He held the sides of her face as he kissed her mouth, so tenderly, and then he walked away, into the terminal where the golden sunlight glared off the glass.
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Alexandre de Valentinois




Alexandre carried his guitar case by the backpack straps clenched in one fist and strode across the sun-baked tarmac to his airplane, the tail painted red, white, and blue to mimic France’s tricolor Republican flag. His mother insisted on maintaining French pride even though his family was Monégasque and had been Monégasque back to when Monaco was just another feudal city-state, though like most noble and royal families, his ancestors were as often Austrian or German. The most he could really say about himself was that he was blue-blooded European with more than the average Italian mixed in. His mother, however, still believed that France would recreate its dukes and counts someday, and their family would be restored to their dukedom as they deserved.

God, he hoped they never did that.

He retrieved his phone from his pants pocket and told it, “Call security.”

After a ring, a man’s voice asked, “Ouais?”

Alexandre said, “Paul, Adrien, we’re delaying the flight for a few hours, and I’d like you to stay behind for a few days. I’m concerned about Georgie, and you should follow her even if she leaves town. There may be something very wrong, here. She was attacked in France, and now she thinks someone is after her here. I’ll come back through the terminal. Pick me up at the doors.”

“Oui-oui, monsieur.”

Alexandre hung up. If she wouldn’t come with him, at least he would not leave her unprotected.

The plane’s jet engines were revving hard, a white-speckled yellow blast, probably running the air conditioning inside to combat the desert sun glowering down on the plane’s titanium skin.

He reached the plane and took the stairs up to the door two at a time. The smoky exhaust billowing around the plane crawled like insects on his skin, and he hurried inside. Alexandre handed the guitar case to the steward to stow it.

Guillaume, a middle-aged man with more scalp than hair and more paunch than legs, said in a low, servant’s voice, “Your Grace. Would you like a drink?”

“Reschedule the flight for three hours from now and refile the flight plan.”

“Won’t that be cutting it awfully close to your,” he sniffed, “performance?”

“You’re right. Tell the pilot that we’ll have to make up time in the air.”

Guillaume rolled his eyes. “Very good, Your Grace.”

Alexandre ran to catch up with Paul and Adrien.
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Georgie




Georgie sat in her car, resting her arms and forehead on the steering wheel and giving herself a few moments. The air conditioning blew full blast, cooling the car even though it had been off for only a short time and tickling her ears with icy streams.

Alex was flying away, and she was running away.

It had been lovely fucking him.

Cars whizzed by on the road outside the terminal’s parking lot, blotting out the blobs of the prickly pear cactus on the other side of the road.

Damn.

Georgie should drive.

She should find herself some lunch before the Devilhouse meeting.

She should get ready to leave.

Instead, she dug her laptop out of her black bug-out bag from her closet, connected it to her cell phone, and composed emails instead, scheduling them to send in a few hours when she would be on the road to Albuquerque, telling everyone goodbye.

She was a coward, but she couldn’t face their reactions because, for all pragmatic reasons, Georgie Johnson was going to die tonight, even if a new woman with a new name would rise phoenix-like from her ashes.

But her reincarnation would be in Alabama, not the Southwest.

So Georgie composed her suicide notes, telling them how much they meant to her, how sorry she was, but not to look for her, and she set up notes for Rae, Lizzy, some other friends, and even Wulfram von Hannover.

And Flicka.

Flicka’s was the hardest.

I have to disappear again, Georgie typed, We just found each other, and I’m so, so sorry. In a few years, when things cool off, when I can pay everyone back, I’ll find you again. I’ll pay you back soon, right after the charities. The charities were the worst thing he ever did.
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Georgie




Georgie sat at the end of the long, polished table in The Devilhouse conference room and stared out the tinted windows at the park-like expanse of lush grass and bushes shining in the blazing afternoon sunlight.

At the other end of the conference table, Lizzy—finally clad in a black suit appropriate for business instead of stupid slavewear—was doing her best to look competent and in control and pulling it off really well. She had gotten her short hair trimmed in the last couple days so that her blond pixie-cut was back in spiky shape.

Dozens of other contractors surrounded the table, seated in the squeaking leather chairs and in the other office chairs dragged in to line the room. More people leaned against the walls. Georgie tallied a quick head count, and she thought only two people might be missing.

At the head of the table, Lizzy’s boyfriend Theo Valencia, the Medium Guy turned Radiant Sun God Dude, and Wulfram von Hannover flanked the tiny blonde, looking for all the world like giant, golden lions guarding a child. They turned in, toward her, directing the group’s attention in and to Lizzy.

Nicely played.

“First of all,” Lizzy’s raspy voice projected over the conference table and dozens of people around it, “let’s get this out of the way. I’m not The Domme, no matter how you spell it. I prefer Domina. You’ll address me as Domina or Ma’am when we’re inside The Devilhouse.”

Georgie’s purse was tucked under her chair, the strap looped around her ankle so it wouldn’t get kicked around. She had thought about shoving one of her bug-out bags in a locker inside The Devilhouse, but the parking lot was fenced. No one was going to break into her car in that parking lot in the middle of the brilliant desert afternoon. She had cracked her windows so that her laptop wouldn’t broil.

Yet, maybe she should have brought it in with her.

But it was such a pain in the ass to tote the big backpacks around. People would ask questions. She didn’t want anyone to know that she planned to say good-bye to Lizzy and a few other people here before she bolted.

After this meeting, and she was only here to support Lizzy, Georgie was going to drive through a coffee place, buy a triple-shot latte, and drive at least as far as Albuquerque that night, about six hours.

The next day, it would take her about eight more hours to get to Oklahoma City.

She had downloaded everything that she needed to get her to Alabama on her phone, including maps in case the cell phone towers were sparse and all of Killer Valentine’s music.

If she had to leave, if she had to become someone else, she could at least hear Alex sing to her one last time.

Beside Georgie, Josephine brushed her lavender hair behind her shoulder and shifted in her seat. “Um, I did one a couple months ago.”

Lizzy, up at the front, projected, “A couple months ago. Georgie?”

Oh, crap. She cleared her throat, stalling.

Josephine ducked her head and whispered, “Blowjob. Last one. When?”

Georgie flipped her hand, looking like she was dithering. “I have a new guy, so he wanted one. Other than that, it had been a couple months for me, too.”

“And how many clients do you have?” Lizzy pressed.

“Eight regulars, plus some special occasions,” Georgie said. Damn, she really needed to write them good-bye notes, too. They were all so fragile. Many of them had emailed her during the time The Devilhouse had been closed, asking her to meet with them, just for coffee, just to talk. Their lonely voices had saddened her cold, dead heart, so she had met with them at The Coffee Plantation for an hour each to tide them over, just for coffee.

They were all sweetly grateful. Only two had wanted hugs. The rest just needed to talk.

Oh, damn. What was Georgie going to do about those guys?

“And it’s been months,” Lizzy said, her gravelly voice firm.

“Well, yeah. They’re not really here for the BJs. They think they are, but, you know. They’re not.” Eight more emails. She could probably do that from Albuquerque tonight.

“Yes,” Lizzy said. “That’s the point. Dommes and Doms, when was the last time yous guys blew anyone?”

Jesus, did Lizzy want a mutiny? Georgie turned around to where the Dominants all sat behind her to watch the carnage.

None of them twitched.

Mairearad shrugged. “Dommes don’t do that, ever.”

Lizzy said, “Yes. And yet the Dominants charge five times as much per hour as the general contractors. We’re going to apply the dominants’ model to everyone. Whatever the clients do after you leave the room is none of your business, but we have no part in it.”

The Dominants looked smugly superior, like their business model had dominated.

So they were staying.

The rest of the contractors blinked, took notes (because most were college students and did that compulsively,) or stared at the ceiling, considering what Lizzy had said.

All looked thoughtful. None looked pissed.

Wow. Lizzy had turned it around.

Georgie turned back to the table and checked the time on her phone. She needed to leave soon if she didn’t want to be driving long after dark. She had even changed into yoga pants and running shoes in the locker room so she would be comfortable on the drive.

Her mind kept turning to Alex, the sunlight passing over his chiseled face and the blond ends of his hair as he rode in her car.

She shouldn’t have fucked him that last time. Five times was too much. He was tangled up in her head, and every time she thought about her car or driving or music or breathing, she thought about him.

The others started talking about The Devilhouse again, but Georgie contemplated the map on her phone and watched the clock.
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After the meeting, while the babbling mob of contractors snaked into a line to shake Lizzy’s hand, Georgie said good-bye to Lizzy, not in words but with a long hug that left Lizzy with lingering puzzlement in her pale blue eyes, and pushed open the heavy metal door to the parking lot. Afternoon heat ricocheting off the black asphalt stung her bare arms and scratched the inside of her nose with the stink of baking tar.

Everyone else was still processing after the meeting, drinking the coffee and eating the pastries in the locker rooms and hallway that Lizzy had set out to encourage mingling and conversation afterward.

The Devilhouse’s meeting had started at two o’clock, and the sun had dropped farther in the west during the hour since then, closer to the white walls that ringed the parking lot. Georgie’s white Lexus was parked near the back because the other contractors’ cars had filled the lot while she had been dropping Alex off at the airport.

No one else had followed her out, too interested in the pastries and reading the new contracts to each other.

Georgie walked between the cars, threading between the Mercedes, Bimmers, and the occasional Prius, her purse over her shoulder bumping her hip. Rows of cars separated her from her Lexus, her bug-out bags, and her ride out of the Southwest and her old life.

She turned a corner around a candy apple red Corvette.

A man stood up from where he had been crouching between the cars. He wore a black business suit and said, “Georgiana Oelrichs.”

“You must have mistaken me for someone else.” She turned to escape back to The Devilhouse, but another man, far taller and wider than Georgie, had stepped between the cars behind her. He wore a grim smile on his wide, Slavic face, and his eyes were the cold blue of the Moscow winter sky.

He said, “Tatiana Butorin sent us. She needs to speak to you.”

Shit.

Georgie jumped and scrambled over the Corvette. The sun-heated metal burned her hands as she clawed for fingerholds and her toes found the edge of the windowsill.

A hand grabbed her leg but she kicked and got free. When she jumped down the other side, the men were sprinting around to fence her in again, but a convertible with its top down was in front of her. She hurdled the side of the car and bounced off the back seat, landing on the asphalt on the other side. She held onto her purse with one hand.

The men kept running, trying to flank her, but Georgie reached the edge of the employee’s parking lot. The park-like space that filled the area between the long driveways leading from the street filled the land ahead of her.

Georgie sprinted for the trees and shrubs.

The guys behind her looked like they were in pretty good shape, muscular and broad-shouldered, and they would have been intimidating in a fight.

But this wasn’t a fight. This was a race.

Her body, accustomed to running miles from cross-country in high school and every day since, stretched and settled into a hard sprint. She dug her feet into the hard desert dirt. She could keep it up for a long time.

She ran through the park, the grassy and tree-shaded area she and Lizzy called The Garden of Good and Evil, over benches and through hedges and past an area where she liked to sunbathe in the spring and fall.

The men crashed through the plants behind her, grunting as thorns tore at them.

Georgie reached the perimeter, shoved one foot after another in the chain-link fence at the end, and vaulted over the top.

A black SUV sat idling at the curb ahead of her. The men stomped to the sidewalk behind her.

She ran hard, intending to sprint past the vehicle, but a man inside gaped at her through the side mirror and jammed his door open.

The back seat door flipped open, too.

Alex reached out, grabbed her around the waist, and tossed her into the back seat.

Georgie clutched him around his neck as he leapt in after her.

He slammed the door as the men chasing her started banging on the side of the SUV.

She twisted in the seat to look out the rear window. The bratva men chased the SUV for a few yards but pulled up, gripping their knees and gasping for breath. One reached into his jacket and pulled out a gun, but he dropped his arm as the SUV swerved into traffic, jostling Georgie and bumping her into the seat back.

Alex already had his arms wrapped around her, and Georgie buried her face in his thick shoulder. “I thought you left.”

“I couldn’t leave. You looked too frightened.”

“I did not.”

“All right. You didn’t.”

She looked behind them. Cars cut through the lanes in the thick traffic, but no one seemed to be following the SUV. “I’ve got to get out of here. I’ve got to run.”

His arms tightened around her. He said, “Gentlemen, to the plane, please.”

Georgie pointed behind them. “I need my car. My car is back there.”

“Doubtlessly, they will stake out your car and wait for you, probably for days or weeks. You can’t go back.”

She looked back. “Shit. My bug-out bags are in there.”

“Do you have your passport?” he asked, his hand stroking her braid.

“In my purse.”

“That’s all you’ll need. I’ll get you anything else.”

“I’ll pay you back.”

“I believe you.”

“You shouldn’t.” Hot tears gathered in her eyes. “I already owe you a hundred Euros for the concierge sneaking us out of the hotel in Paris. I don’t want to end up owing you anything more.”

“Come with me.”

“Where?”

He held her wrists, drawing her hands down his chest. He looked right into her sweet brown eyes. “Come on tour with me.”

She dropped her face to her hands again. “Oh, God. I can’t.”

“You said it’s not safe for you here. I have two layers of security on the tour. One for the band, and a private one. No one could get to you.”

“There would be pictures all over the place. They will find them, and then they will find me. They’re highly motivated.”

“No one would notice just another roadie. Travel with the crew. Stay with me in my room. Your name won’t be anywhere on our rosters until we fly to Europe. You’ll be safe for now, and we’ll figure out what to do.”

“I can’t go on tour with you. I have to get a new name, a new identity. I have to start a new life and go to law school to pay everyone back.”

“Someone is after you. You need to hide. You can hide with me, even if it’s just for tonight. Let’s go to the plane. There will be no record of you leaving the Southwest. I’ll take you anywhere you want, but you should go with me.”

Men with guns had chased her. Russian mob bosses had ordered her kidnapping. The bright desert sun glared off the cars around her, stinging her eyes everywhere she turned. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Just for now, come with me. If you want to go off on your own, we’ll buy you a car and the essentials.”

“I have money. I have my credit cards. I can buy stuff.”

“Then fine, but in the meantime, get on my plane, and let’s get into the air where these men can’t get to you.”

“Okay,” she said, hanging onto him. “Okay.”

“Who are they?” he asked.

Georgie clung more tightly to his muscular, warm body. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

















On the Gulfstream







Alexandre de Valentinois




Alexandre led Georgie out of the private terminal and outside onto the warm tarmac. The jetwash from the engines blasted through his hair, swirling it around his face so that he could hardly see through the blond and brown mess. Still trailing Georgie, he bounded up the staircase to his Gulfstream. Her cold fingers worried him that she might be in shock.

She paused in the entryway for a moment, and he glanced back to see her taking a long look at the inside of the plane. Her searching assessment wasn’t the wide-eyed stare of someone who had never seen the inside of a private jet nor the calculating appraisal of a peer who was sizing up Alexandre’s social rank. The sadness in her eyes seemed like reminiscence.

He was just about to ask her if she was all right when Guillaume stepped out of the galley and drawled, “Your Grace.”

“Guillaume,” Alexandre said and glanced pointedly at Georgie behind him.

Guillaume leaned to peer around Alexandre and stiffened. He snapped back to a starchy correctness. “Your Grace, the flight plan has been refiled and we will arrive in Virginia on schedule. Will you and the lady be taking supper on board?”

“Yes, I think so. Thank you.”

“And would you like a drink?”

“Scotch for me. Georgie?”

She looked away from the plane and to Guillaume. “The same, please?”

“My pleasure, miss. Do you require anything else, sir?”

Alexandre said, “No, Guillaume.”

“Very good, sir.” He pivoted and waddled back to the small galley on the plane.

Alexandre turned back to Georgie. Red rimmed her eyes, and he took a step toward her but just held out his hand. He didn’t want to be too alpha wolf and scare her off, but she responded to a firm hand, quite well. “We’ll be taking off soon. We need to sit down.”

She nodded and took his hand, letting him lead her into the plane. When they were past the galley area, she said, “I’ll just use the bathroom.”

Alexandre pointed to the back. “Off to the right.”

She walked ahead of him, holding her hands over her face.

Alexandre trailed her, going about halfway to the back. His larger plane had been undergoing maintenance and would have taken an additional four hours before they could have left Miami. Alexandre stooped slightly as he walked, his head nearly brushing the ceiling. This plane hadn’t been made for passengers who were six feet-four. He steadied himself by touching the seatbacks of the sets of four chairs clustered around the dining table on his right.

He swiveled one out and crouched to sit in it, and Guillaume brought him his scotch while the steward secured and cross-checked the door.

The butler leaned back into the aisle to make sure that Georgie had closed the bathroom door and asked in exactly the same servile tone, “And will we be getting stinking drunk on today’s flight to Virginia, Your Grace?”

Some of the people in Alexandre’s employ had been with him since he was a small child and had seen his teenage years. They could produce an excellent pretense of decorum when the situation called for it, but when they were alone, these people had seen too much. “I don’t think so, Guillaume. Aren’t you going to join me?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” Guillaume swiveled the chair across from him and fell into it. His knees popped on the descent, and the chair creaked at the heavy landing. He produced his own glass of scotch from some magical pocket that only butlers had. “Did everything go as planned with the young lady? Were your ashes adequately hauled?”

“God, you’re crass.” Alexandre watched the airport mechanics remove the chocks from the wheels of the plane.

“Said the rock star to the butler.”

“The plan changed.” Alexandre sipped the scotch and watched the tarmac and blighted landscape outside the round portal.

“And this is not to your liking, Your Grace?”

Alexandre shook his head. “Someone is after her. They want to kidnap her or something. She won’t tell me what’s going on.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, sir.” He produced the scotch bottle and sloshed more scotch in Alexandre’s glass just as the plane lurched forward to taxi to the runway.

“Yeah,” Alexandre said, sipping the scotch whiskey. The burnt caramel fumes glided up his sinuses and became deep red smoke behind his eyes.

“Will there be another temper tantrum and midnight flight in the foreseeable future?” Guillaume asked.

Not if Alexandre could help it. He planned to keep Georgie with him rather than have to go rescue her. He shook his head.

“The mechanics will be glad to hear that, Your Grace. I’ll just make sure your instruments are properly secured.”

He waddled off, leaving Alexandre to contemplate the harsh sunlight outside the airplane’s porthole window.

Georgie came back while the plane was still taxiing and sat across from him. The afternoon sunlight bounced off the polished wood of the table and lit her face. Alexandre swiveled his chair toward her, drawn by her delicate bone structure and large, liquid brown eyes. He had noticed her before Flicka had introduced them. Her lean body appealed to him. Her trim, athletic lines spoke of rigor and commitment, not plastic implants or artifice.

He leaned forward, his arms braced on the table. “I need to know who would send two men with guns after you.”

“Saw that, did you?”

“Some things escape my notice, but not men with guns.”

Georgie’s mouth firmed, and Alexandre had a moment of distraction while he contemplated her full lips. She always looked like she had just been kissed, and it almost made him jealous.

She said, “As soon as we get where we’re going, I will walk off the plane and you’ll never see me again.” Pride lifted her brown eyes and chin. “I can make my own way in this world. I pay my own debts. I don’t want to involve you in this any more than I already have.”

She stared straight into his eyes. Her eyes were a pale shade of brown, not quite light enough to be hazel, but many shades lighter than his own, which his older cousin Pierre had assured him were the deep, dark brown of the Italian Grimaldis and oil-fouled mud. The color of his own eyes rang a melancholy G-minor chord in his head. Georgie’s were a bright, magnificent F-major, full of promise at an ascension down the frets.

From the determined set of her mouth, she was ready to bolt, very ready.

Alexandre reached across the table. She was just holding onto the edge of the table with her fingertips, like she was clinging to a crevice in a cliff face and in danger of a fall.

He lifted her fingers from the edge of the table and held her hand. “Come to my concert tonight.”

“I—what?” Her startled eyes amused him.

Alexandre said, “The reason that I had to leave to go back on such a strict schedule was because I have a concert beginning at nine o’clock tonight. Come hear ‘Alwaysland’ like it was meant to be played: just me, a guitar, and thirty thousand screaming fans.”

Energy infiltrated his calves, and one of his legs began to bounce, anticipating the crowd roaring at him.

Alexandre tamped it down.

Not yet.
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One last night.

As she sat in the buttery leather seat on the airplane while it taxied to the runway, bouncing along on shock absorbers and fluttering down such that it felt like the plane was trying to spring into the air, Alex was asking her to stay for one last night and to hear him sing “Alwaysland.”

And whatever else that happened.

Could her diamond-hard heart handle six?

She thought not, but it was just her heart. She had to disappear again to save her ass and, eventually, to redeem her immortal soul, such as it was.

Georgie flipped her fingers under Alex’s, feeling his warm hand. He had reached over with his left hand, and she ran her thumb over the hard, deep calluses on his fingertips, calluses so deep that steel wires couldn’t cut into them. It took years to build up calluses like those, many years.

His dark eyes—so long and long-lashed, so exotic, so intense—watched her. Every twitch, every time she held back, every flush of her skin when she thought about his hands on her and dragging her body onto his, he saw them all.

That’s the problem with artists, she thought. They feel too much, and they can sense everything that you hide so far down inside.

He probably knew that even the mention of his song made her eyes burn with tears. He probably knew that the thought of seeing him perform it drew her like a hungry animal to offered food.

He knew, from the glitter in his eyes and the smile beginning to curve the corners of his mouth, that the thought of him, on a stage, singing and playing “Alwaysland,” was irresistible.

“Yes,” she said, because it was useless to fight that hunger. “I’d like that.”

“Good,” he said, and his smile stayed small, intimate, not a victorious grin. He covered her hand with his. “One more thing.”

“What’s that?” She couldn’t stop watching his hands. As a pianist, her hands were lean and strong, but she had no calluses. The marks that music had left on his skin were fascinating.

“When we’re there, you can’t call me Alex or Alexandre, and certainly not Grimaldi.”

“Okay.”

“I’ve called myself Xan Valentine since I matriculated at Juilliard. Even Cadell doesn’t know the whole Monégasque and French dukedom things.”

“They don’t know your real name?”

“No. None of them.”

“Or about your background.”

Alex studied her, but this time, he seemed to be searching her for something else. “How much do you know about that?”

Georgie’s surprise stretched her eyes before she had a chance to compose herself. She drew a circle in the air, indicating the airplane. “The duke thing.”

“They don’t know about ‘the duke thing,’” he said.

“Or the Monaco connection.”

“Not at all.”

“Can I call you Alex when we’re alone?”

His smile warmed, and the sparkle in his dark eyes was of an altogether different nature. “I’m counting on it.”
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Alexandre and Georgie stood in the cement tunnel hung with blackout curtains that led to the stage in the arena. Thumping music echoed off the concrete and blended into an atonal, chaotic mass of sound.

He took her hand. The silver death’s head rings on his knuckles were hard between their skin. “Remember,” he said, projecting near her ear to be heard over the din from the stage and the screaming audience. “Remember, I’m Xan, now.”

She nodded, and Alexandre caught one, last whiff of her perfume, night-blooming jasmine and vanilla, that sounded like the drawn-out notes of a cello speaking of love.

He thought, Remember this. Remember her.

Alex found his silver chains in his costume pocket and dropped them over his head. The heavy silver chilled the back of his neck.

On the stage, Cadell cranked his guitar into a primal scream.

Tryp battered an insistent heartbeat on his drums.

Thirty thousand fans stomped the floorboards like thunder harnessed and forced into unison.

“I’ll be done in a few hours,” Alexandre whispered, “and I’ll come back to you.”

Cadell had begun the guitar solo intro to “Nine Levels of Tortured Souls,” an arena rock anthem that pulled the crowd to their feet. Alexandre felt them out there, their barely contained fury about to erupt.

“I’ll come back,” he whispered to her.

He took a flask out of his hip pocket, under the velvet frock coat, and knocked back a swallow. It burned his throat and vocal cords with dark red fire and infiltrated every cell in his body, and the alcohol stripped any slimy gunk off his vocal cords.

The dark tendrils that Alexandre thought of as Xan Valentine’s persona trickled toward him, surrounding him with the flashing colors of rock music and the scent of dust burning in the stage lights.

Alex let go.

He and Jonas needed to meet with the Artists and Repertoire guy from Interscope Records late this week and the woman from Griffin next week.

He needed to cut these demos and send the tracks to his producers for processing as soon as he could, probably as soon as he could roust Tryp and Cadell for a stripped-down cut. Those had to be done before the meetings with the A&R people.

But now, right now, he needed to stride onto that stage and command every one of those thirty thousand people, mold them into his own army, and drive them into a berserker madness.

Lightning cracked through him. This was what he was made for.

Xan Valentine threw back another shot of the scotch and wrapped one arm around Georgie’s waist, shoving her against the wall for one last fiery kiss, and he dropped her to take the stage.
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Georgie watched Alex, her sweet rescuer and introspective classical musician, who was so private about his violin and so sparkling in his discussion of music, his posh British accent smooth in her ears.

Alex took a swig from the flask and looked out the part in the curtain at the roaring crowd and swirling lights, and he changed.

She had seen glimmers of it before, that glower and swagger. She had felt it when his hands covered hers at the piano in Paris and when he had tied her up and fucked her at The Devilhouse.

His dark eyes glittered, became almost malevolent. His face hardened.

When he looked back at her, hunger and power flowing off of him, Georgie stepped back, but he was on her, his arm around her waist and bending her back and shoving her up against the wall, sucking at her mouth, his fingers almost bruising her arms.

He released her and marched for the stage, his every movement eager to destroy the audience.

Georgie slid down the cold, cement wall. The abrupt change was shocking, and she rubbed her lower lip where he had bitten her.

She stood on shaking legs and made her way to the black curtains. Stage lights infiltrated the crease into the dark tunnel. She used one finger to part the curtains so she could see.

The laser-cannon lights from the stage blasted her eyes, and she blinked to clear the tears.

On the stage, Xan Valentine roared to the crowd, and they screamed back.

He sang. He played the guitar. He rocked the crowd.

For hours.

For hours, he held them in his hands, and all thirty thousand were as helpless as Georgie had been when he had shoved her against the wall. You can’t resist a force of personality like that.

Georgie watched him, unable to look away. Every move of his body exuded sex and power. When he tore off the frock coat and his shirt gaped open, silver chains and charms glittering in the stage lights, the women in the audience went wild, and then men felt the animal power wash over them.

Hours went by.

God, that kind of passion was—her heart was pounding so hard she couldn’t think—was attractive.

At the end, during the last few songs, Georgie barely noticed the other band members ran past her, their sprinting footsteps thundering in the concrete tunnel. She only saw Xan with his guitar, singing in a shining pool of silver light in the center of the stage.

The backup singer, a petite, voluptuous redhead, sang the first verse with him, but he twitched his head toward the tunnel, telling her to go and leave him alone in the follow spotlight with thirty thousand people reaching for him.

That song ended, and he bowed his head for a moment.

The crowd still roared, almost rioting. Their voices shook the cement floor under her.

Xan strummed his guitar and played the intro chords for “Alwaysland.”

His hoarse voice was shredded from so many hours of singing, but he sang in a breathy tenor, “Because while I live, because while I breathe, because while my heart beats in my body, I will love you like we live in Alwaysland.”

The pain from his throat sounded like it emanated directly from his heart, and Georgie’s fingernails pressed into her palms. Her hands wanted to play the song with him, even though the thought of pressing the piano keys in front of all of those thousands of people made a horrified sweat sting her skin.

She wanted to be out there. She wanted to touch the music with him.

The song was over too soon, and Xan strode off the stage. As he hit the edge, the follow spot extinguished.

Darkness covered Georgie’s eyes, and Xan’s pale face emerged from the night, the green emergency lights just frosting his skin. He held her around the waist and whispered, “You’re still here.”

Georgie held back her tears and forced her voice through her clenched throat. “Yes. I’m here.”

Jonas, the stage manager, tugged Xan’s arm. “We have to go.”

Xan’s eyes—those long, exotic eyes that tempted her—never left her gaze, and he whispered to her, “Come on. We have to run.”

Georgie held his hand and followed him into the dark.
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Every night, Georgie stands offstage, watching rock star Xan Valentine and his band, Killer Valentine. The Russian Mafia is trying to kill her, and she’s hiding in Xan’s entourage because a moving target is harder to hit. Xan is holding the band together with the force of his will. This can’t go on. Something has to break.
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The next day, Xan sneaked out of bed early in the morning, and Georgie hid under the sheets while Boris’s blow dryer whooshed in the bathroom. When she finally did stretch and crawl out from under the covers in the late morning sunlight, a note on the pillow beside her read, I’ll be back for lunch and gym.

Georgie needed to make her getaway to Atlanta soon, but not too soon. The luxury of the high-end hotel rooms, going to the gym, and seeing Xan perform at night was beginning to grow on her. Not having classes and homework and work was sheer laziness, and it felt great. She had been grinding for years.

Besides, Tatiana Butorin’s henchmen were out there somewhere.

Georgie’s phone vibrated beside the bed, and she disconnected the charger cord from the buzzing phone. The screen read, HRH Bossypants.

Missed call icons littered the top of the screen from most of her friends.

Oh, yeah. When Georgie had decided to save her hide, bolt from her university and all her friends, and create a new life for herself, she had set an email blast to go out, apologizing for disappearing from their lives and dumping their asses.

It must have sent itself.

And now Georgie was in deep shit with her friends. Her plan had been to deactivate this phone, but with Xan suddenly taking over her life, she had been letting his lawyers handle everything. It was easy to forget details like that.

Details like that could get her killed. The Russian bratva probably wouldn’t have the resources in the police to track her phone, especially not at the national level, but they sure as hell knew this number. God only knew what you could search for on the internet these days.

You might be able to search for a cell phone’s location.

Well, the band was moving on today to where the show would be tomorrow. She would be hundreds of miles away from this cell phone tower before the Russians could even catch a flight. Maybe being a nomad was safer for her.

It wouldn’t make any progress toward paying back the people she owed money to, but that was only her conscience and her immortal soul, not her ability to keep on breathing.

Her phone buzzed in her hand again.

Georgie flicked her thumb across the answer dot. “Hello? Flicka?”

“What the hell is this email?”

Flicka normally cultivated sweet, dulcet tones when she spoke, the essence of genteel, royal femininity, as befitted a young woman who was absolutely literally a princess and royal for more generations than the English royal family, whom she called cousins.

Georgie had not been aware that Flicka could shriek.

She said, “I’ve had some problems.”

“What the hell, Georgiana! I get back from my honeymoon and see this in my inbox? Why would you cut everyone out of your life and do such a thing again?”

Georgie had a sneaking suspicion that many of the voicemails on her phone were going to sound just like this. “I have to.”

“I just found you again. We’ve barely spoken, and now you’re disappearing into the mountains again. You can’t do this!”

“My father swindled money from the Russian mob, too. They want to kidnap me to blackmail my mother to pay them back.”

“That’s barbaric! Surely they wouldn’t do such a thing.”

“They’re the Russian Mafia, not the White Rose Cotillion,” Georgie said. “They told me to have her arrange for payment or else they would kidnap me and send bloody pieces of me to her until she paid.”

“Why doesn’t she just pay them?”

Georgie’s stomach twisted, a writhe of mortification, so she lied, “She doesn’t have the money.”

“I’ll pay them! How much money do you owe?”

“Talk about throwing good money after bad, Flicka. I can’t let you pay off my father’s debts to criminals.”

“I will. How much money do you owe them?”

“Eight million dollars.”

“That’s nothing! I mean, I’ll have to convince my brother to let me have it. He handles my money. But I’ll just pay them off and you’ll be fine.”

“That’s the sweetest, most generous offer I’ve ever heard. The problem is that it wouldn’t ever end. My dad stole a lot of money from a lot of people, and a good number of them would be fine with using my body parts as currency to get their money back. I looked into his books at the lawyer’s office, and that’s why I disappeared the first time. He stole money from New Jersey and Chicago politicians, the yakuza, and drug cartels. It runs to hundreds of millions of dollars. These guys are all going to be after me until I can pay them back.”

Flicka’s sigh echoed through the phone. “My brother won’t let me dip that far into my trust funds.”

“And he shouldn’t. Flicka, you’re the kindest, most generous person on Earth, and I would be just as bad as he was if I took your money. I mean, when you think about it, I set some bait and made you call me in a highly emotional state. I said that a certain amount of money would get me out of trouble, and now I’m asking for more. This is a classic con. I know how these things work.”

“I know you. You would never.”

“You never know what people will do.”

“You thought you were doing me a favor.”

“I gave you the same spiel that my father gave every one of his investors, from them having to be a sophisticated investor, to his hedge fund being closed, to maybe he has a small opening just for you. I just believed what I was saying, instead of snorting the money and running the pyramid scheme.”

“Are you safe now? I can call my brother. Wulfram can send someone. His security guys are really good.”

“I’m okay right now. I’m kind of hiding. I’m nowhere near home.”

“So you’re safe.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“What happened?”

“It’s been going on a while, a couple weeks. Even at Wulfram’s wedding, some mobster guy grabbed me.”

“Is that why you disappeared from the reception for a while? I was looking for you.”

“Oh, well, no. I hooked up with somebody.”

“Hooked up? You hooked up with somebody at his wedding?”

“Well, yeah.” Georgie was just a little pleased with herself.

“You? Virginal little I’m-saving-myself Georgiana Oelrichs, The Ice Princess?”

Georgie laughed. “It’s your fault. You introduced me to him.”

“I introduced you to everyone, darling. Be more specific.”

“You remember Alex Grimaldi, um, Alexandre de Valentinois?

“You went to bed with him? Well, you obviously survived, so all’s well that ends well.”

Georgie asked, “You know who he is here in the US, right?”

“Yes, he turned to the dark side, popular music.” Flicka sounded distracted by something over there.

“He came to see me at school the next week, and that’s when the Russians found me. They tried to grab me again, and he whisked me off. I was planning to disappear, but I’ve been staying with him ever since.”

“Holy shit, Georgiana! You’re with Alexandre Grimaldi?” Her Royal Serenity was shrieking again.

Georgie smiled and shrugged, even though she was talking on the phone and Flicka wouldn’t see either. “He and I kind of hit it off, in our own way.”

“Is he there with you right now?” Panic rang in Flicka’s voice.

“Um, no. He had an appearance to do.”

“Jesus Christ! You need to get away from him. I set you up to sing with him because I figured nothing would happen in the middle of a crowd, but you can’t be alone with him. You can’t be going places with him where no one knows where you are.”

“He’s a nice guy.”

“He is not. He killed one man and damn near killed another one.”

“What, did they set a soda can on his violin or something?”

“He beat them to death with his bare hands. The only reason that he didn’t kill the second guy was because his security guy pulled him off.”

Alex? Slightly music-obsessed Alex? The man who wrote “Alwaysland?”

Georgie couldn’t picture that at all. Alex-who-was-Xan might storm around and glower, but then he’d have his assistants rectify the situation and play the violin for a while to cool off. “Then why isn’t he in jail?”

“It happened when he was fifteen and again when he was sixteen. For the first one, the courts went with counseling rather than prison. The European system is different than in the U.S., especially for minors. The second guy wouldn’t press charges and refused to testify.”

“I just can’t believe it. There must be a misunderstanding.”

“I was there for one of them.”

The door to the suite clicked open, and Xan strode in, followed by Boris and Yvonne. The blond woman was shoving an iPad at him and pointing to it, telling him that he had two hours for lunch and the gym before the tour busses pulled out for the next location so he had better move his ass.

Xan glanced up at Georgie, his dark eyes fathomless and his face, expressionless.

Georgie said into the phone, “I have to go.”

Flicka asked, “Is he there? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

Flicka lowered her voice. “You need to get out of there. Just walk out, get somewhere safe, and call me. I’ll pay for anything you need, just get away from him before he goes nuts and kills you.”

“I’ll talk to you later.” Georgie tapped the screen to hang up.

Xan walked by her on his way to the bedroom. “Who was that?”

“Flicka.” She followed, watching the way his body moved. He was strong, yes. His muscles flowed under his clothes, but he worked out now. He had been to that Utahn shock gym to bulk up for the Rolling Stone shoot a few months ago.

She tried to imagine him as a teenager, a fifteen-year-old, probably lanky and scrawny from growing so much because he was six-feet-four, and that skinny kid beating a man to death with his fists.

And then nearly doing it again a year later.

She couldn’t even put it together in her head.

Yet, when that man had grabbed her in Paris, Xan had pulled the guy off, shook him, and then drawn back his fist, ready to punch the guy.

Anger had steeled his face.

He had looked comfortable with his hard fist by his shoulder, a powerful position to punch from.

Preparing to defend her from someone who had grabbed her was entirely different than beating a man to death.

And he hadn’t even punched the guy.

The sun shining through the hotel window lit Xan from the side as he unbuttoned his shirt, tossing his hair behind his shoulders. “Is Flicka back from her honeymoon?”

Georgie cleared her throat, which was unaccountably clenched. “Yeah, I guess. She only had time to talk for a minute.”

Xan glanced at her from the side as he peeled his shirt off his arms. His chest and biceps bulged, stretching his undershirt as he shrugged off the dress shirt and dropped it on the bed. “Something wrong?”

Georgie swallowed a lump in her throat. “No.”

“Do I have something on my face?”

“No.”

“Have I grown an extra head?”

Georgie smiled and shook her head.

He dragged his white tee shirt off over his head, baring the teal and blue tattoo that covered his back in a watercolor wash with musical notes and staves bobbing the cool water. He asked, “Shall we order room service before we hit the gym?”

Could Xan have almost killed two people before he graduated from high school?

Can anyone claim it was an accident if it had happened twice?

No matter what Georgie did in the next few hours before the buses pulled out, if she stayed or if she walked out of the hotel and away from him forever, her answer right now would have to be the same.

She smiled. “I could eat lunch.”

Georgie had been on the run before. You always eat, sleep, shower, and use a clean bathroom when you can.

Later, while Xan was eating lunch, she sneaked away to the hotel room’s bathroom with her new laptop computer and searched for “Alexandre Grimaldi murder.”

The only results were reviews of concerts where the young violin prodigy had murdered a piece of classical music, destroying it for all future violinists, and pictures of an impossibly young child, dark-haired and dark-eyed, already stunningly beautiful, glowering at the camera lens over his violin.

She wiped the cookies and the browser cache.
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Every night, Georgie stands offstage, watching rock star Xan Valentine and his band, Killer Valentine. The Russian Mafia is trying to kill her, and she’s hiding in Xan’s entourage because a moving target is harder to hit. Xan is holding the band together with the force of his will. This can’t go on. Something has to break.
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Working Stiff (Runaway Billionaires #1, Casimir)

Stiff Drink (Runaway Billionaires #2, Arthur Duet, Part 1)

Hard Liquor (Runaway Billionaires #3, Arthur Duet, Part 2)




Rae Falling (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae) (The first, free part of Billionaires in Disguise: Rae) ~FREE!

Billionaires in Disguise: Rae, Complete Omnibus Edition (includes “Rae Falling”)

An Extravagant Proposal (Billionaires in Disguise: Charley) (A Side Story for Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)




Falling Hard (Billionaires in Disguise, Lizzy #1) - FREE!

Playing Rough (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #2)

Breaking Rules (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #3)

Burning Bright (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #4) 




“Alwaysland” (A Prequel to Rock Stars in Disguise:Xan)

What A Girl Wants (Rock Stars in Disguise: Rhiannon)

Somebody to Love (Rock Stars in Disguise: Tryp)




Every Breath You Take (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie / Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #1) - FREE!

Wild Thing (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #2)

“Skiing in June, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #1” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)

“Kidnapped, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #2” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)

“Rae and Wulf: At the Hospital”

Lay Your Hands On Me (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #3)

Nothing Else Matters (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #4)

“Montreux, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #3” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)




The Rock Star’s Secret Baby (Rock Stars in Disguise: Cadell)

“Dream On” (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, Epilogue #1)

“Keep Dreaming”

Santa, Baby (Rock Stars in Disguise: Peyton)




Once Upon A Time (Runaway Princess #1) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

In Shining Armor (Runaway Princess #2) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

In A Faraway Land (Runaway Princess #3) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

At Midnight (Runaway Princess #4) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

Happily Ever After (Runaway Princess #5) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)




Stiff Competition (Runaway Billionaires #4, Maxence)




You don’t have to read everything perfectly in this order. I try to recap or make books as standalone as possible. The mini-series within this overall list, such as the Lizzy books or the Georgie books, should be read in order. ~BB




Also, just so you know what you’re getting up there, novel-length books are in italics, like this, but “short forms,” like short stories and novellas, are in “quotation marks.”
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Dear Reader,




Thank you for reading Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Xan.




If you’d like to know when my next books come out, please visit my website or sign up for my email list.




Email List subscribers get lots of free stuff: sneak peeks at works-in-progress, free stories, epilogues to previous books, and notices of new releases and special sales or coupons. Every newsletter has something new, fun, free, or discounted in it, just for you!




Plus, all new subscribers get free ebooks right away!




Click Here to Download

Free Ebooks by Blair Babylon!




If you can’t click and fill out short forms on this device,

Please type this link into a browser: 

http://smarturl.it/Free-BBabylon-Ebooks




I hope that you’ll also leave a review with your thoughts where you bought this ebook. Reviews are the best way to let other readers know about new books or to tell the author that you enjoyed it.




Again, thank you for reading!

Blair Babylon







Shockingly, Blair likes to talk, too.

You can chat with Blair Babylon at:




Website | Mailing list | Goodreads | Twitter

Like Blair’s Facebook Page




Join Babylon ~ A Fun Facebook Group!

Ebook giveaways and more every week!






Q. Are Blair’s Billionaires Books erotic romance or erotica?




A. Blair’s Billionaires Books are all erotic romance or contemporary romance.




Erotica generally centers around the sex act, a preponderance of the page count is given to the sex act, and the main characters usually do not build a life together after the sex act. The main character usually discovers or accepts something new about herself or himself, thus it is a journey of self-discovery.




Erotic and contemporary romance concerns itself with the two people falling in love and, usually, building a life together in a very, very sexy way. Romance novels generally end with an HEA (Happily Ever After) or at least an HFN (Happy For Now).




Q. I want to read more of The Billionaires in Disguise Books. How can I be notified when another one is published?




A. Sign up for the email mailing list HERE. Email subscribers get discounts or free episodes in addition to special deleted scenes and epilogues.




Q. I want to tell you how awesome The Billionaires in Disguise Books are. Where can I tell you this?




A. The best way to support writers whom you enjoy is to leave a review at your ebook store, even a short one. Blair reads all her reviews at all the ebook stores and appreciates every one of them.




You can email Blair Babylon by putting her name in the subject line when you email Malachite Publishing. She loves to hear from readers, reads every email, and does her best to respond to everyone. You can also connect with Blair via her Facebook Group or Goodreads Page.




Q. Do you have a study guide for book groups?

A. Seriously? You’re reading The Billionaires in Disguise Books in a book club? Blair wants to hang out with your awesome dirty book club. Email her above. She likes to Skype or do Google Hangouts with book clubs.







About Blair Babylon




Blair Babylon is an award-winning author who used to publish literary fiction. Because reviews of her mainstream fiction usually included the caveat that there was too much deviant sex in her novels, she decided to abandon all literary pretensions, let her freak flag fly, and write hot, sexy romance novels. She’s having much more fun, now.




You can chat with Blair Babylon at:




Website | Mailing list | Goodreads | Twitter

Like Blair’s Facebook Page




Join Babylon ~ A Fun Facebook Group!

Ebook giveaways and more every week!
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