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Genevieve is a lawyer, not a babysitter, and certainly not a dog trainer. She is just about to become a full barrister, a British litigating attorney, when her law mentor dies unexpectedly.




She is shuffled off to another barrister, one who’s nothing at all like her kind and decent former mentor, and then assigned the office’s worst case: Arthur Finch-Hatten, six-feet and four-inches of ripped, loaded, hot English nobleman who is wasting his life and his inherited estate so audaciously that his younger brother is suing him for control of their family’s earldom. There is a darn good chance that Arthur will lose everything, even his crazed, badly behaved puppy.




Unless he shapes up.




Gen’s new boss hasn’t been able to convince Arthur to mend his ways. His uncle’s lectures haven’t had any effect on his depraved debauchery and lavish lifestyle.




The only way for Genevieve to make partner is to win Arthur’s case, and the only way to win his case and save his earldom is to keep him from spending his days hungover in bed and his nights pouring Cristal on drunk, naked women before flying off in his private jumbo jet to the next party, so she poses as his girlfriend to keep an eye on him.




Arthur is enough to make any woman need a stiff drink.

















Crows Fighting Over Crumbs







Genevieve “Gen” Ward stood in the conference room of Serle’s Court Barristers, a London law firm, eyeing dozens of manila folders strewn across the long table.

Her black, high-heeled shoes still bore traces of cold graveyard mud and shed dried flakes onto the rug, even though she had tried to wipe it off. Her cheeks felt starched-stiff from grinding her teeth during Horace Lindsey’s funeral. Weeping at a funeral was so American. Horace would have been so disappointed in her if she had cried in front of all the other lawyers.

The folders on the table held the summaries of Horace’s law cases that he had been fighting when he had died. Gen’s future as a British trial lawyer, a barrister, rested on which of them she might be assigned.

Just not the case of Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, she prayed to the capricious gods of the court. Any case but that one.

Outside the conference room’s long windows, a fountain spouted water amid the formal garden’s winter-dead lawns, as prim as any palace’s grounds. The tall spires and walls of Lincoln’s Inn—an antique, Gothic building that housed lawyers’ business offices—surrounded the garden and blocked out the skyscrapers and honking cars of central London.

Inside the conference room, the sixty-odd other senior and junior barristers crowded around the table, craning their necks and shouldering each other for a better look at the labels typed on the folders’ tabs.

Everyone was dressed in mourning black, and the gathered lawyers resembled vicious crows, ready to do battle over crumbs.

They would not, however, make a move toward the folders.

The Head Clerk, Celestia Alen-Buckley, stood at the head of the table, her short arms braced on the dark, carved wood as she glared at the folders strewn between the rows of hovering barristers.

The Head Clerk would decide who would be assigned to which case. Her dark eyes narrowed, watching the barristers, sizing each of them up even though she had known them all for decades. With just a glance, the lawyers shriveled under Celestia Alen-Buckley’s gaze. Without her formidable power stretching over the table, the barristers might have leapt onto the table to melee for the cases, each worth many thousands of pounds and mostly completed.

All the black-clad lawyers and staff had just returned from the funeral of their esteemed, learned colleague Horace Lindsey, one of the most senior barristers in chambers. The kindly, grandfatherly man had taken a special interest in Gen. Her multiple disadvantages—having spent her formative years in America, retaining an abominable Texas accent despite her best efforts, her lack of the benefits of the British independent school education like most of her colleagues had enjoyed, and of course, her unfortunate appearance—had provoked his pity.

Her mother had assured Gen of her lack of looks her whole life, telling her that she had to be especially smart and diligent to make up for her long, horsey face and too-big teeth.

Her whole life.

Gen liked to think that she had grown into her face and teeth when she had stretched to a towering five feet and ten inches, but her mother had continued to harp on Gen’s thick waist, her thunderous thighs, and her cankles.

So Gen worked like a demon dog to make up for all her disadvantages.

Horace Lindsey had noticed Gen working late—all the other pupil barristers had left for the pubs and an evening of socializing and drinking—because Horace was still at his desk, too. They drank tea while they worked, and he had imparted the little bits of lore and advice that, as an outsider, she had sorely needed. Horace had thought of her as an up-and-comer, a grinder, despite all her disadvantages. He had been the first senior barrister to make a cup of tea for Gen, one late evening while they were listening to streaming music while they worked. She had practically fallen in love with him and his sparse, white hair when he had presented her with a hot cup of tea and a wry, wrinkled smile. He had become her pupil master for the first six months of her internship, called a pupillage.

Horace had suffered a heart attack at his desk just a few days before, late at night, a few weeks after Christmas. Gen had called the ambulance while he had clutched his chest, and then Gen had told Horace’s partner, Basil, that his last words were of him.

They weren’t, of course. Horace’s last words had been instructions on his cases. Gen had taken notes with one hand and held Horace’s meaty fist with the other while he gasped, suffocating. He had been desperate to leave those final instructions on his cases, and she had printed out every word and stapled them into the manila folders littered on the conference room table.

And now all the senior, junior, and pupil barristers in chambers hovered over Horace’s folders, nudging each other as they peered at the labels, ready to pounce on the most prestigious cases or the ones most easily won or settled.

Genevieve was a lowly pupil barrister, the lowest rung on the barrister ladder, still in her first six-month term of law practical training, only recently speaking for clients in court with Horace looking over her shoulder the whole time. The Head Clerk would assign her the dregs of Horace’s cases to write the briefs for a new pupil master.

If she got any at all.

Just not Lord Severn’s case, she prayed again.

Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, had been one of Horace’s most difficult cases. His younger brother, Christopher Finch-Hatten, was suing him for possession and control of the family’s earldom and several estates. For any other defendant, this would have been designated a frivolous lawsuit that would have gotten the filing lawyer assigned costs or disciplined by the Bar Council.

Except that the defendant was The Right Honorable Arthur Finch-Hatten, the twenty-fifth Earl of Severn, the notorious and incorrigible scoundrel, damn it.

When Lord Severn deigned to grace the law offices with his presence to discuss the lawsuit against him, he strutted through chambers, the walking incarnation of privilege and sin. His deftly tailored suits were cut close to his muscular body as if he had been carved from dark marble. His strong cheekbones and square jaw were the pinnacles of centuries of beautiful women bred to powerful men to produce stunning gentlemen and ladies in the next generations. His ancestral tree was studded with several kings of England and Scotland, several more and farther back than the current heir to the British throne could claim.

As Lord Severn strode through the chambers, his silvery-blue eyes surveyed the female admins and junior barristers as he decided which of them to tempt into a night or a week of exuberant debauchery. Dark hair fell across his forehead, and the subtle scent of some hideously expensive cologne—warm spices and clean musk—wafted from him as he passed Gen, who always seemed to be caught out of her tiny office when he arrived. She would rather have barred her door against his influence.

Lord Severn usually left the barristers’ chambers with a young woman hanging on his arm and smiling up at his arrogant face, and then Horace had scoured the gossip websites with trepidation until the woman came back to work, shame-faced but oddly exuberant and dripping with new jewelry. His superficial relationships never lasted longer than a few weeks.

Lord Severn was a silver-eyed, silver-spoon-fed, silver-tongued billionaire, which was absolutely everything they needed him not to be.

Gen prayed that she would not have to deal with Horace’s most problematic case.

The tan file folders splayed across the table.

Gen waited quietly, her hands clasped in front of her.

The other barristers did the same.

Celestia Alen-Buckley examined each file and made her pronouncements.

Some folders, she perused the stickers and pursed her lips, deliberating, her eyes picking out a few barristers as possibilities, before she handed them off.

Some folders only received a cursory glance and a deliberate throw to a senior barrister.

Evidently, some considerations had already been made behind the scenes.

Damn it. Gen should have lobbied to be assigned the Lombardi case. With Horace’s wise and gentle instructions, it should settle soon. Gen needed a few wins in her docket.

She needed court wins a lot.

Tenancy offers—an invitation to set up shop as a “tenant” within the chambers, essentially a job offer to be a litigating lawyer in the law firm—would be made nine months from then, at the end of September. If the senior barristers didn’t offer tenancy to Gen, it would destroy her career just as it had officially begun. No other chambers would take her on. She would have few options to salvage her career, and they were all bad.

Gen’s new boss, Octavia Hawkes, stood across the table from Gen, eyeing the manila folders littering the dark wood table. Octavia’s blond hair was tightly coiffed into a French twist, as it always was on court days. Her black suit clung to her slender body. Her tailor came to her home once a month to adjust any suit that wasn’t a perfect fit.

Yep, glamorous, successful Octavia Hawkes was Gen’s new boss and her competition for Horace’s best cases.

Gen needed to snag several of those cases or at least one really good one.

Most pupil barristers were in debt, of course, unless they had wealthy parents who had ponied up the cash for their education. Gen sure as heck hadn’t had that advantage, either. The bar course had cost thirty thousand pounds for the year-long session. Thirty thousand pounds of debt, and Gen owed that money to her mother.

And her mother needed it back now.

Not in five years. Certainly not in ten.

Right now.

Celestia Alen-Buckley divvied up the cases.

The Lombardi folder whisked across the table to James Knightly, one of the other first-sixers who was vying for a tenancy offer. James had brought a caramel macchiato to the funeral and handed it to Celestia Alen-Buckley, and now James had the Lombardi file.

James played the barrister game exceptionally well. His father was a judge.

Gen mentally kicked herself again for not cozying up to Celestia Alen-Buckley yesterday and this morning. She ought to have known better.

File by file, Celestia Alen-Buckley made her pronouncements, her dusky hands flipping the folders across the table to be grabbed by their intended recipients too fast for Gen to keep track of them.

Finally, only one folder remained on the table.

Please, not Arthur Finch-Hatten. Please, God. Not Arthur Finch-Hatten.

Celestia Alen-Buckley picked up that last folder and looked straight at her.

Gen tried not to shrink under the woman’s stare.

Celestia Alen-Buckley whipped the folder down the long tabletop, the paper whispering on the wood the whole way. It skidded to a stop right where Gen stood.

“Here, Genevieve,” Celestia said. “You’re ambitious. If you can win it, you’ll make your name here.”

Gen was reaching for the folder when she saw the label, a blur of black ink on white with three capital letters sticking up: an A, an F, and an H.

Damn it.

















First Meeting







Gen’s first meeting with her new client, the scandalous Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, was scheduled for eleven o’clock the next morning.

Her handwritten notes covered the inside of his manila folder:

Call him Lord Severn, My Lord, or Your Lordship. Not Mr. Finch-Hatten. Certainly not Arthur or Hey Hottie Sugar-Buns.

Don’t offer to shake his hand. You’re a barrister for God’s sake, and barristers don’t do that.

Don’t stare at him. Act like a damn professional.

The meeting was not to be held in her cubby of an office at Serle’s Court Barristers. In her office, her pupil desk was hardly larger than her laptop and couldn’t have held even a fraction of the documents that she needed to go over with him.

Instead, Gen had reserved the smallest of the conference rooms for the all-important first meeting. The windows looked outward from the building over the winding streets of central London, lined closely with brick structures like a medieval city. The other side, the good side of the building, faced the courtyard garden.

In the conference room, the heavily carved table seemed ridiculously ornate to Gen, but she had grown up in America. Her bourgeois tastes ran more to clean lines and modern furniture rather than the trappings of wealth and history that were the norm in British barristers’ chambers. She needed to get used to this kind of thing.

She waited in the conference room for Lord Severn to show up.

By eleven in the morning, Gen had made good progress on her work for the day and had drunk several all-important cups of coffee.

That morning, she had also prepared several more cups of coffee for her new pupil mistress, Octavia Hawkes, who took her coffee at a piping-hot one hundred eighty degrees Fahrenheit, which is eighty-two centigrade after Gen converted it in her head from the American stuff to the British thing. Octavia also required exactly one quarter cup of half-and-half that Gen purchased twice-weekly from the market on her way to work and no sugar. Gen made Octavia’s coffee perfectly five times per office day, or else Octavia’s crimson-painted lips retracted into a red dot of anger on her face.

Gen didn’t want to see the red dot of anger. Every time it appeared, Gen’s chances to obtain tenancy in the law chambers dropped a little.

Pupil barristers always made and served coffee for their pupil masters or mistresses. Gen had made Horace’s tea during her first six, though after the first month, they had been making tea for each other.

The student lawyers also wheeled in the silver tea service and chocolate cookies at high tea every day at four-thirty, and they served the drinks at the chambers’ occasional cocktail parties. It was a very British way of putting baby barristers in their place: making them serve their betters like actual servants.

But that morning, Gen waited in the conference room, fiddling with a pen, shuffling the stacks of papers associated with the Finch-Hatten case, and drinking her third cup of coffee. The cookies over on the sideboard called to her, even though they were the plain biscuits that they served to clients, not the chocolate ones that the barristers reserved for themselves at tea.

Lord Severn was late.

The lazy libertine had struck again. He had probably been out carousing and womanizing until the wee hours of the morning, perhaps a belated New Year’s party, and had only just gotten his privileged arse out of bed. When Horace Lindsey had arranged meetings with Lord Severn, Horace had joked that he always set the meeting for half past the hour in his own schedule, but he had told the rascal Lord Severn to be at the offices on the hour and started charging him then.

She did her best not to grind her teeth. It was all billable hours, after all. Lord Severn was paying her to wait for him.

But twenty-five minutes was excessive.

Gen’s pupil mistress, Octavia Hawkes, would have said, “Tardiness robs us of opportunity and the dispatch of our forces,” one of her quotes from Machiavelli. Octavia liked The Prince and Sun Tzu’s The Art of War a little too much.

As she had control over Gen’s entire future, Gen studied both books so she could hold a coherent conversation with Octavia.

Horace Lindsey had preferred Shakespeare, and his quotes were still marked on some of his clients’ file folders.

Like all lawyers who were waiting for a scheduled meeting, Gen busied herself with yet another case and billed that client for her time, too. Racking up the billable hours was another way to distinguish herself from the other pupil barristers who were competing for a tenancy offer.

Of course, everyone was doing that.

Gen needed to do something smart, something exceptional.

Something besides waiting for Lord Severn to show himself.

Even Horace’s death from overwork hadn’t shamed the irascible Lord Severn into mending his ways.

Gen straightened the stacks of papers on the table. She had read over and taken notes on all of them over the last few days, even though it should have been an easily winnable case.

Honestly, the Finch-Hatten case should never come to trial. No solicitor nor barrister should have touched the complaint.

Lord Severn’s parents had died in a car accident when he and his younger brother had been small children. As was customary, they had not divided the earldom and properties but had left the vast majority of the estates to the eldest son, Arthur. They had bequeathed only enough money for an excellent education and a nest egg to his younger brother, Christopher. Preserving the great estates in this manner was still common practice.

There had been no way for Arthur’s parents to know that Arthur would become a lascivious wastrel, while his brother, Christopher, would become an upstanding doctor with ties to Doctors Without Borders and do pro bono work in the most disadvantaged parts of London.

But even if they had known how their two sons would turn out, it probably wouldn’t have made a difference.

After their parents’ deaths, the younger brother, Christopher, had gone to Eton and other very British independent schools to prepare him for an excellent career because he would have to work for a living.

Arthur Finch-Hatten had been raised in one of the world’s most expensive boarding schools in Switzerland, Institut Le Rosey, where the very wealthy dumped their inconvenient children.

No wonder the poor sod had turned out so badly, Gen mused. He hadn’t stood a chance. Everyone at that hoity-toity school probably had the work ethic of a sloth with a Quaalude problem.

Arthur had grown up among the offspring of Saudi sheiks, deposed European royalty, African and Latin American dictators, politicians and businesspeople from every continent, and Russian mobsters. The joke was that Le Rosey held their parent-teacher conferences in conjunction with the World Economic Forum that took place in January in Davos, Switzerland because many of the parents were in town that week, anyway. “Davos” is the annual event where the world’s twenty-five hundred most powerful people gather to discuss their world domination and to ski. Some of the world’s most effective security forces, supplemented by elite mercenaries, kept back the conspiracy theorists and anarchists who protested outside and at a considerable distance.

Her phone screen read eleven-thirty.

Gen shuffled the papers, checking over her notes.

Maybe, like Horace, she should have just assumed that Lord Severn would be at least half an hour late and scheduled other clients’ appointments in the meantime.

She whiled away the hour, her professional meter ticking off her ever-increasing fee, staring at the pages of the brief in her hand and wondering why the case had even gotten this far. It seemed that any judge should have thrown this out.

The parents had written their will.

It was a legal will.

It was aligned with the laws and customs of England.

The estate had been settled twenty years before.

Gen didn’t see how Christopher could even contest it.

Except that the defendant was the notorious rake, Lord Severn.

She was still staring at the paper when Miriam, one of the junior clerks, opened the conference room door and leaned inside, giggling. “Your client is here,” she practically sprayed.

Miriam never sprayed anything. The clerk was the soul of decorum and took care of Gen’s fees with the utmost professionalism.

Miriam withdrew, and the door gaped wider.

Gen steeled herself for battle. This client who was a walking waste of oxygen wasn’t going to put one over on her.

Lord Severn strolled into the room, his long legs covering the carpet at a quick pace even though he walked leisurely.

Gen had seen Lord Severn before, of course, but she had dodged behind other people and scurried back to her office while he had met with Horace. A nobleman with such an outrageous fee always commanded the attention of the most senior barrister in the office.

When he strolled in, Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, was still staring straight ahead at the window that overlooked the crowded streets of central London, so Gen’s first look at him was his profile.

Morning sunlight streaming in the window clung to his golden skin. His cheekbones were hard slashes, and his jaw was a sharp right angle above the crisp, white collar of the dress shirt and black business suit he wore. His lush lips curved in a smile, as if looking over London from such a prestigious advantage suited him. The subtle lift of his chin and roll of his broad shoulders suggested that, had history been different, he might have ruled the land that spread beneath the window.

He turned to survey the rest of the room and caught Gen sitting at the table, gaping at him.

Oh, God. She was staring.

He always caught her staring.

She was staring at the black curls of his dark hair that stroked his ears and the back of his neck, and she was staring at the way his very precisely tailored suit skimmed his strong shoulders and the rounded biceps of his arms and then narrowed at his waist and hips, and she was staring at his extravagant height and his long legs and the way his head tilted with amusement as he caught her staring at him again.

Gen’s brain turned to goo.

Damn, Lord Severn was one gorgeous man.

No, no, no.

No, Gen was a highly trained barrister, not a silly schoolgirl meeting a good-looking man for the first time. She had seen lots of handsome men.

Lots of them.

Lots.

Lots-lots-lots-lots-lots. The goo in her mind grew fuzzy tendrils, and cotton candy filled her skull and stopped up her ears.

Her thoughts slowed as she met his eyes.

My God. His eyes.

His eyes weren’t blue or gray or any color that she had ever seen on a real human being before.

His eyes shimmered with an unexpected delight and intelligence.

They narrowed when he smiled that good-natured, natural smile that beckoned to her.

And most of all, his eyes sparkled silver and were bounded by a dark blue ring.

They changed color depending on the light, from baby blue to silvery-gray and all the shades in-between. Gen saw all the variations as he turned his face from the sunlight toward her.

They were beguiling, magical, unearthly.

That was not damn fair.

Gen had heard about peoples’ knees weakening, but she was already sitting down. Still, her bones turned to soft clay, and she grabbed the sides of her chair because she was in danger of slithering out of it and onto the carpeting under the conference room table.

Lord Severn walked toward her.

It was customary for barristers to stand when greeting a client.

She should stand up. You really should stand up.

Stand up, dammit.

Gen gripped the sides of her chair and pushed with her arms to lift herself to her feet.

Even though too-tall Gen was wearing blunt, two-inch heels, Lord Severn was still inches taller than she was. At least four inches. Which meant he was at least six-four.

Blathering. Her brain was blathering.

His tie was the same azure-silver as his eyes but glimmering silk.

Goddamn it. She had seen Lord Severn before, several times, and he always had this effect on her.

Her and pretty much every person who was sexually attracted to men. One of the clerks, Roland, had actually fainted after Lord Severn had left chambers one time.

She should have gotten immune to him with subsequent exposures, right? This crazy reaction should have worn off by now, right?

Dizziness spun her head, and she gasped for air because she had forgotten how to breathe.

At her stupid sucking sound, Lord Severn smiled, though it was a sad smile like he regretted that his mere presence was overwhelming her so.

He pulled out a chair on the other side of the table. “I was terribly sorry to hear about Horace Lindsey’s untimely death. He was an excellent barrister and a family friend.”

Even though it was only eleven-thirty in the morning, Lord Severn’s breath carried a faint whiff of whiskey under the mint, like he had just come from a gentleman’s brunch.

Gen’s mind searched for words.

Any words.

Wut arrre werdz.

She gathered her brain together and squeezed something out.

“Yes, it was a great loss to us all,” she managed.

Lord Severn nodded. “He spoke highly of you. I’m pleased that you will be taking over my case.”

“You are?” she blurted. Oh, good grief. Could she be any more junior-high school? “I mean, Mr. Lindsey did a great deal of work preparing for this case. I’m honored to argue it in his stead.”

“Horace and I always discussed my case over a liquid lunch at my club. Why don’t you skive off work for a few hours and enjoy my hospitality?”

“Oh, I couldn’t,” Gen said. “I’m due in court with Ms. Hawkes this afternoon.”

“When?”

“Three o’clock.”

“I could have you back by then.”

“But I have to read the briefs that the solicitors sent over so that I know what I’m arguing.” Her native Texas accent broadened in her mouth. “What use is a hired gun if they don’t know whom to shoot?”

Lord Severn tilted his head. The corner of his lips twitched up. “Horace didn’t mention that you were American.”

Damn. Gen had been living in London for several years. Surely, most of her American accent should have faded away. She was trying like the Devil to enunciate, but evidently, she was still garbling her marbles. “I was raised in the States until I was seventeen, when my mother and I moved back to London.”

“So you’re a British citizen?”

None of Gen’s other clients had worried about what color passport she presented at customs. “Yes, I was born here. I have American citizenship, too, because when I was a kid in Texas, my dad made sure of it. I still travel with my US passport sometimes.”

Lord Severn leaned his elbows on the table and watched her. “And why would you use an American passport when you travel?”

The laser-like focus of his silvery eyes blinded her, and Jesus, he had dimples when he smiled.

Gen stuttered, “Masochism?”

Lord Severn laughed and adjusted his tie. The silver silk flashed in the sunlight, and his eyes took on a metallic sheen. “There’s something you won’t hear a barrister admit to every day.”

“Yes, well, barristers don’t admit to a lot of things.”

“Do tell.” His voice was warm with amusement as if he liked her.

“Oh, I couldn’t say. Professional courtesy.”

“Said the bishop to the actress.”

“Quite.” She laughed at him. Her laugh didn’t sound like a nervous cackle, either, which was a small miracle.

“I can only imagine what those other barristers do,” he said, and his eyes twinkled.

Jesus, Lord. How did he get his eyes to twinkle like that? They practically glittered with white-hot sparks, and Gen felt herself leaning forward and swaying her back like a broken-down mare to push out her boobs, two of her few decent physical assets. She admitted, “Sometimes, we play games in court.”

“What kinds of games?” he asked.

Go ahead, his voice implied. Say something outrageous, something unprofessional, something sexy.

Gen giggled. “One judge plays online poker all day while hearing cases, so we find him online and take his money while we’re arguing the cases.”

Lord Severn’s jaw dropped a little. “Does he know that you’re playing against him?”

“Oh, heavens, no. But if you win the case and the money from him, then the losing barrister has to buy a round for the pub that night.”

Lord Severn leaned in. “Are there any others?”

Gen whispered, “Like, we give each other a list of words that we have to work in during arguments.”

He asked, “What kinds of words?”

In his high-bred, arch English accent, his open-ended question couldn’t have sounded dirty, and yet there was just the suggestion that, if she said something naughty, he would be even more amused.

“Anything. Last time, the words were encumbered, rectitude, and nabob.”

“Oh, you barristers and your vocabulary. Horace said that he admired your wit.”

“He did not,” Gen said.

“Oh, yes. He was quite taken with you, in his own way, of course.”

“Of course.”

“He thought that you would make an excellent QC or a judge.”

Gen blinked, trying to process that Horace thought she could rise so high. “That’s more than I could hope for.”

“And yet he saw it in you.” Lord Severn leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other.

His pant leg rode up above his ankle.

The precisely tailored suit that he wore was soft black, as were his shoes, but his socks were teal.

Shockingly teal.

His ankles were a flash of Caribbean-sea color in the very conservative English barristers’ chambers.

Nothing that Gen was wearing had anywhere near that kind of color. Her pale gray blouse, black suit, pearl earrings, and beige-toned stockings and underwear were all respectable.

It wasn’t every day that someone wore teal socks into a trial lawyer’s office. Most clients were in a battle for their lives. They might lose or win a great deal of money or be sent to jail at the end of their trials. Most people wore their somber, Sunday best into her office to discuss the strategy and their odds.

The vibrant color of Lord Severn’s teal sock was so unexpected, so careless, that Gen felt like a Victorian matron offended by a glimpse of a table leg that should have been covered by a modest lace skirt.

Oh, Lord. She was staring at his ankle, a trim ankle that led up his leg to a swell of calf muscle.

She had to stop.

Stop looking.

Gen snapped her eyes up to his face.

Lord Severn’s smile grew. “Something amusing?”

“No.” She pointedly did not look near his foot.

He did, however. “My socks amuse you?”

“No.”

“A barrister wouldn’t wear anything so whimsical, would they?”

“Of course not. A judge might actually take offense, thinking that the barrister was flaunting the dignity of the court.”

Lord Severn said, “Because you’re in the professions. A man matches his socks to his pants. A gentleman matches his socks to his mood.”

Gen steeled herself not to ask how he chose his underwear. “I can’t imagine what sort of mood you’re in to choose such an—” she didn’t look down at them, “—unusual color.”

“I’m a creature of many appetites, it’s true.” Though he was still smiling, his gaze didn’t waver from her eyes as he said this.

And right there, with Lord Severn’s words and his sultry glance that turned his silver eyes molten, their conversation went from casual banter, a pointless conversation that meant nothing to either of them, to something heated and with the suggestion of an offer, an implied extension of his hand to go wherever he might lead her.

Gen stared down at the paperwork she was holding, trying to steady her hands. “We need to go over this information,” she said. Her voice sounded thin in her own ears. “Is this contact information correct?”

He took the paper from her outstretched fingers, and she snatched her hand back as if his touch might burn her.

He held the paper pinched in his fingers as he scanned the list. “This next-of-kin bit is Christopher’s information, my brother who is suing me. Quite honestly, we weren’t raised on the same continent. The last time I saw him for any length of time, he was seven, and I was ten years old.”

“Are you estranged?” she asked, unsure how to put that politely.

Lord Severn laughed. “Estranged doesn’t begin to cover it. Let me add a few contact numbers.” He snagged one of the several pens rolling across the conference room table and wrote in neat block letters in the margin of the paper. “If I’m ever in trouble or in hospital, call these two: Casimir van Amsberg and Maxence Grimaldi. These are their private numbers. Max is often out of cell phone range. Leave a message for him. It will take both a while to get to England, so plan for that. If I die, and only if I die, call this last number, too.”

“Oh, I’m sure that won’t happen.” She paused. “You aren’t sick or anything, are you?”

“Healthy as can be. I plan to die in my own bed of advanced old age, preferably by being stepped on by an elephant.” He cleared his throat, as if he usually added something else to that sentence but hadn’t.

“An elephant? In your bedroom?” she asked.

“It’s as likely as anything else.”

Gen glanced at the paper and read upside down. “Elizabeth? No last name?”

“Yes, ask for Elizabeth, and then tell them what happened to me and answer any questions they have with all the information you know.”

“Is she your family solicitor? Or the estate’s?”

“I’d better write them down, too.” He did. “This is the number for my groundskeeper at Spencer House. He could handle the day-to-day functioning until the estate is settled.”

That seemed like a lot of information for just a barrister to have. “Are you sure you’re not planning to die?” she asked.

He looked up at her, grinning. “No one plans to die, and yet so few people truly live.”

“I’m sure most people live for quite some time.”

Lord Severn laughed, a ringing, joyful sound. “Not like me. Every day, every single day, I live.”

Yes, and they needed to talk about how he lived, too.

“Now,” he said, leaning in, “let’s talk about getting you out of this cubicle and onto my plane to the continent tonight. I know a guy who thinks he’s a rock star. Perhaps we can see his show from backstage and disabuse him of the notion, afterward.”

Partying with rock stars was absolutely part of the problem. “Mr. Finch-Hatten—”

“Lord Severn,” he said.

Gen glanced behind her, looking to see if someone was standing there.

“No, I’m Lord Severn,” he said. “I’m a third-rank peer of the realm. One uses ‘Lord’ and my title as the Earl of Severn. I sign letters and documents as Severn, rarely with my surname.”

“I’m sorry.” Her hands fluttered over the paper in front of her, where she had written that note right there to call him that.

“It’s perfectly all right, just something you should know.”

“I’m so sorry. I hope you aren’t offended.” She grabbed the table to keep her hands from flopping off like brain-damaged bats.

“No offense taken,” Lord Severn said. His hand lifted and hovered across the table, gently falling toward where her hands were braced against the dark wood.

Gen pushed back from the table, scooting the chair across the thick carpeting. “I think we should begin to discuss your case by going over some of the depositions. I have transcripts. The transcripts are right behind me, in the files. I’ll just get one of the transcripts so we can discuss your case.”

She bolted out of her chair and scrambled for the table, pretending to sort through a file folder while she fought herself.

Her hands tingled. She shook them, flicking her fingers to try to fling the crazies away.

Spidery nerves crawled up her arms.

Not now, not now. She knew Lord Severn hadn’t meant anything by their conversation and certainly not about being a creature with appetites. A little harmless flirting never killed anyone.

He wasn’t flirting with her anyway. No one flirted with horsey-face Gen unless they wanted something, or it was a dare, or they were a predator with a taste for the weak and stupid.

Deep breath, deep breath.

Her skin stilled, and her body quieted. The panic drained away, a small blip in her day that would have no effect on the afternoon or the rest of this meeting, she resolved.

Time to get back to work.

Gen walked her fingers through the tabs sticking out of the block of files in the box. “It’s in here somewhere. Do you want me to ring up the clerks and have some coffee or tea delivered?”

She felt him standing at her back rather than having heard him move.

The skin on the back of her neck heated, and a smoky shadow loomed up the white wall in front of her like an evil poltergeist trying to break through the centuries-old plaster.

His voice, whispering near her shoulder as he bent down, was low in his throat. “Or we could go back to my apartment for a liquid lunch. Or perhaps to Majorca for the weekend, to become better acquainted as barrister and client.”

He trailed his fingers over the outside of her upper arm, the merest suggestion of a caress.

Training kicked in.

Gen jabbed with her elbow, striking backward as hard as she could.

Her blow was deflected sideways before she connected with his solar plexus.

She spun and kicked.

Air. No contact.

She flipped around as her kick whiffed through the air and stumbled backward, banging her hip on the table.

Lord Severn stood several paces behind her, angled sideways, his arms up and ready to block again. His hands were balled into loose fists so he could either strike or block. His steady gaze was serious over his fists.

He said, “I’m sorry. I misunderstood our banter, earlier.”

“Don’t touch me,” she said, and the crazy shaking filled her hands and spread up her arms. “Don’t ever touch me.”

His voice was solemn. “As I said, I misunderstood. I won’t approach you again.” It sounded like a promise. “Are you all right?”

Gen leaned against the table with the boxes of file folders. The air felt chunky in her throat as she tried to breathe it, choking her. “I don’t like that sort of thing.”

“As I said, my mistake. I didn’t mean to cause offense, and I won’t presume again. I apologize for my error.”

She was still breathing too fast in panicky gasps. Damn. Krav Maga lessons for two years, and she hadn’t landed a blow when it had mattered. “I’ll bet you’re not used to women telling you no.”

“I’m not used to misreading signals.” Lord Severn lowered his hands, though he kept them near his waist and in front of him.

She had gotten caught up in the moment. She should have shut down any sort of invitation, fast. Her heart pounded in her chest, vibrating down her weak legs.

“I’m not used to men hitting on me,” Gen admitted.

“Why not?”

She stared at him, at that gorgeous man with his testosterone-molded cheekbones and geometric jaw and those silvery eyes lined with dark lashes. He had probably never felt like the fat, ugly, lumbering giant in the corner of a party where everyone else was a pretty little elf. “Look at me.”

Lord Severn blinked and lowered his hands to his sides. “You’re funny and smart and attractive. Horace doted on you. He said once that he would adopt you if he thought you would stand for it, which was his highest praise. I quite imagine that men are all over you.”

A laugh caught in her throat and turned into a snort.

Oh, that was sophisticated. Way to complete the image of the horsey, designated fat friend. She didn’t even have her pretty girlfriends around to make her seem like the good-natured buddy.

She tried to cover up the snort by saying, “Uh, no. The men are not all over me.”

And the thought of men being all over her made her legs shake.

Lord Severn said, “Their loss, then.”

She tried to breathe more slowly, holding her breath between inhales, but fear still drowned her. “You probably only date beautiful duchesses and models and actresses and stuff.”

He chuckled and took another step backward, putting more blessed space and air between them. “I’ve dated a few daft beauties. I had to measure every word I said lest they tattle to everyone they knew from lack of common sense. Handling women as if I’m manipulating a toddler to behave in public is tiresome.”

Gen shook her hands to flick the heebie-jeebies out. She still wanted to scamper up the wall and cling to the ornate crown moulding, shrieking curses down like a rabid spider monkey until Lord Severn left. “That sounds difficult.”

Lord Severn walked around the table and sat in his chair. He gestured to the papers spread over the table. “Can we resume our discussion of my case?”

Gen nodded and drew a deep breath. She didn’t like saying this. She felt like a wuss. “I just need to find that deposition. Could you remain seated while I turn my back, if you would be so kind?”

Lord Severn patted the arm of his chair. “I won’t move.”

She gathered every ounce of her willpower and pivoted, turning her back to him, and started walking her fingers through the files. “I can call for coffee or tea.”

“I would appreciate a coffee.” His voice came from across the room and on the other side of the table.

Good.

The air around her seemed to thin, and Gen breathed more easily.

The papers under her fingers drifted into focus, and though she listened for any scuff of his chair moving or his tread on the thick carpeting, she only heard Lord Severn clear his throat a few times and rustle some papers, all on the far side of the table.

When she turned around, clutching the depositions, Lord Severn was leaning back in his chair, studying a piece of paper, entirely at ease.

He smiled at her. “Did you find the deposition?”

She nodded. Her neck felt stiff, like she was holding herself ready for him to assault her.

Gen dropped the papers on the table, letting the swoosh cover up her deep breath. She shook out her hands again.

“Okay, so let’s talk about winning your case for you.” She tapped the pile of papers in front of her with her pen, covering up that she was still flicking her fingers. “There’s no mention of a jury strategy. It seems that Horace was preparing your case for an appeals court or magistrate instead of a trial.”

Lord Severn shook his head. “Oh, no, no. We won’t be going before a court at all. Matters of peerage are always heard in the House of Lords.”

Gen grabbed papers, trying not to look like she was reading frantically. “Did Horace say that?”

“We discussed the case rather than the venue, but I assumed.”

“Nothing is tried in the House of Lords anymore. Not since the Supreme Court was created in 2009. The last trial of a peer in the House was in 1935.”

“But this is a matter of peerage, not a criminal case to be tried in the special court for nobles. The House of Lords always hears cases concerning peerage claims.”

“But they never try cases anymore. They disbanded their court years ago. I think it was in 1948. The Law Lords aren’t even members of the House of Lords anymore.”

“But Horace said that we should appeal directly to the sovereign to throw it to the Lords.”

Yes, yes. Gen could just remember from her university days that the Crown was the fount of all honor, and thus the Crown was entitled to decide all questions related to peerage disputes.

In practice, the sovereign referred all disputes about who got to be the duke to a committee in the House of Lords—Gen wracked her brain—the Committee for Privileges and Conduct, and then the committee told the sovereign what to do in the case.

But the committee didn’t even have Law Lords anymore, not since 2009. Surely, a bunch of stuffed shirts who weren’t even barristers or solicitors couldn’t decide such a contentious case based on law and precedent and honor without even Law Lords to advise them.

“Are you a member of the House of Lords?” she asked Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, just in case.

“Egads, no. My grandfather held his hereditary spot until the reform in 1999, but neither he nor I ever stood for election. I’m far too busy with other priorities.”

Yeah, she just bet he was.

“I need to look over these depositions,” Gen said, trying to come up with something to say that would not let on that she was entirely out of her depth.

“Quite,” Lord Severn said drily and stood.

Oh, yeah. He knew.

“I just have to study this.” She clutched the papers to keep her hands from shaking. “Give me a few days, and we’ll meet again to discuss your case.”

He brushed some non-existent lint from his suit jacket. “I’ll find some way to occupy my time.”

“No, you mustn’t.” Gen stood and let the papers in her hands flutter to the table. “Horace told me about your escapades. Every time you went on a bender, he watched the gossip sites for days, fretting that you might have given your brother yet more ammunition. The only reason this case has gotten this far is because of your atrocious behavior. For anyone else, anyone who acted with an ounce of decorum, such a stupid claim would have been dismissed immediately.”

Lord Severn flicked his fingers in the air. “My actions don’t matter. This is all a matter of peerage and privilege. My parents bequeathed the earldom and Spencer House to me.”

“Your brother is getting the National Trust involved. Horace thought you might lose when he was fighting this for you.”

“And now you’re fighting it for me, so you see to it that my ‘escapades’ don’t influence the case.”

“Ms. Hawkes and I can’t win your case if you’re doing everything you can to sink it!”

Lord Severn sighed and looked out the window. “Be careful about that fiery American temper. The House of Lords won’t like that.”

“Nothing is ever tried in the House of Lords!”

His sultry glance down at her was laced with pity and derision, and Gen felt like a lower-class biscuit aping her betters.

Class will out, she had heard more than once when certain other pupil barristers had made unfortunate choices in alcohol quantities or sleeping arrangements. They had lost the respect of the senior barristers in chambers, and thus their chances at tenancy, with a single miscalculation.

But Lord Severn’s stare made her feel all sorts of new levels of inferiority.

When he spoke, his cut-glass, upper-crust British accent clipped the words, “You need to do your homework.”

Lord Severn turned on his heel and strode out of the room, his long legs covering the plush carpet in just a few steps.

Gen sank into her chair, holding her head in her hands.

Between her panicked freak-out and lack of understanding about Lord Severn’s case, this meeting could not have gone any worse.

The only things worse than throwing the case to someone else was getting fired by the client or losing it in court.

And she had just increased the odds of both of those.

Disaster.

















Chambers High Tea







Chambers high tea was held at precisely four-thirty every day in the largest conference room. Pupil barristers brewed the tea in the enormous, Victorian-era silver tea set and served it in bone china cups to the barristers like waiters.

Outside the windows, the sun was already setting on the other side of the historic building that housed Lincoln’s Inn, the wan winter sunlight barely able to crest over the roof and chimneys.

Gen poured a cup of tea for her boss, Octavia Hawkes, and added one lump of sugar, and then she poured another cup for one of the other senior barristers, David Trent, and another and another. The tea steamed sweetly, misting her cheeks with warmth and soft scent.

Beside her, fellow pupil barrister James Knightly poured tea for his pupil master, Leonard Boxster, and placed two of the chocolate cookies on the saucer for him. James blew across the top of the tea because Leonard Boxster liked his tea scandalously lukewarm. James said, “So I heard that you were closeted with His Lordship Arthur Severn this morning.”

Gen grimaced at James’s innuendo and poured tea for another senior barrister. “We had our first meeting to discuss his case.”

James asked, “What’s he like?”

Oh, that was a minefield. She couldn’t say that Lord Severn was as hot as a blue brushfire in the Texas August sun, nor that he was funny, infuriating, and smelled like masculine devilry. “He’s concerned about his case.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard.”

“Then you’ve heard wrong. Of course, he’s concerned about it. Who wouldn’t be?”

“Someone who’s too busy whoring and drinking his way across Europe.”

Gen had left herself open for that one. “He met with me for a suitable amount of time, and we discussed his case. There was no whoring or drinking involved.”

“How’s he paying you? In cash or services rendered?”

What a smug ass. “His account was set up with the clerks when Horace Lindsey was his barrister.”

“Must have been in services rendered, then.”

Gen didn’t bother scolding him. James had always been an arrogant, slimy asshole. Everything that came out of his mouth was a put-down or an outright lie. He was going to be an amazing barrister, and he was Gen’s primary competition to get the one tenancy position at the law firm of Serle’s Court Barristers.

She said, “Horace had better taste than Arthur Finch-Hatten.”

James laughed and walked away, having gotten her to say something derogatory about a man who was better-looking and richer than he was.

And nicer.

Gen finally poured herself a cup of tea and sipped it.

Just a few more hours of work after tea time, and maybe she could go home for the day.

Unless the internet caught Arthur Finch-Hatten whoring and drinking his way across Europe again.

















Arthur’s Dark Mistress







Arthur and Elizabeth had walked out into the deer park behind Spencer House. Though it was January, the mild afternoon was cool on his face, and the air drifted through the thick sweater he wore.

Elizabeth—no last name given, and her first name was not Elizabeth—appeared to be in her late forties, judging from the broad streaks of silver that ran from her temples to the blond French twist on the back of her head and the beginning of softness around her chin. Arthur didn’t trust his approximation of her age, amongst other things.

The formal gardens checker-boarded the earth behind them, but out there in the deer park, wild grasses and trees grew in thickets of dense brush. In the distance, over by a copse of trees, a herd of over a hundred deer gamboled and grazed in the late afternoon sunlight. The males still had their antlers, as they tossed their heads and bawled. Arthur had seen them lose their antlers as early as late January, depending on the weather, so the shed might be soon.

The soft dirt under his feet gave off a whiff of good earth with his every step, and a breeze crackled through the bare trees at the edge of the field.

“Of course you’ll win this case,” Elizabeth scoffed at him. “Primogeniture has never been successfully challenged. Your parents could have left the bulk of their estate to anyone they wanted, and the eldest son is the usual heir. Christopher doesn’t stand a chance.” Her Swiss accent sounded like German tones softened with French slurs.

Arthur had known Elizabeth for over a dozen years, but the sibilance of her Swiss accent still disconcerted him. They were in Britain. She should have a polished English accent. When they were in public, her accent remained crisp and British, but she dropped the pretense when they were alone.

She sounded so foreign.

Arthur said, “The courts seem concerned with fairness, lately.”

“To hell with fairness,” Elizabeth scoffed.

“My barrister is worried about some of Christopher’s allegations. He’s evidently persuading someone from the National Trust to testify on his behalf.”

“Persuade them not to. You haven’t been mismanaging your estate too badly, have you?”

“I’ve put good people in charge of it. I’m rarely here to manage it, personally.”

“Blaming me for everything again, are you?” Her voice was light as she teased him.

He raised an eyebrow and one corner of his mouth. “You’re a convenient target.”

“Good thing our adversaries never agreed with you.”

“Indeed. My original barrister died, you know. He was an old hand, knew all the judges and the currents that eddied. My new barrister is pessimistic about my chances. She thinks I’m a waste of a human being. Told me to curtail my ‘escapades.’”

“Isn’t she sweet.” Distaste was evident in Elizabeth’s rough voice.

Arthur said, “She is attempting to rein in my activities and contacts.”

Elizabeth flipped her hand toward the sunlit trees. “You can’t.”

“She is adamant.”

“So retain a different lawyer.”

“A friend in those chambers has mentioned that all the barristers feel the same way. My file was evidently quite the hot potato when the Head Clerk was assigning out Horace Lindsey’s cases. No one wanted it, and a new lawyer might insist on my good behavior before taking my case.”

“So promise them what they need to hear.”

“And then they will remove themselves from the case when I don’t follow through.”

“I didn’t think they could do that. They have a rule about taking cases that are offered, don’t they?”

“In theory, but not in practice.” His friend had assured him that the so-called cab rank rule was often discussed but never adhered to, nor enforced.

“So cultivate your lawyer,” Elizabeth said.

“She’s not a Russian mafia princess or a minor sheik. She’s merely a London barrister who was given my case.”

Elizabeth rolled her eyes, but subtly, just a flick of her eyelids and mascara-darkened eyelashes. She said, “Such sentiment.”

“She’s an innocent,” Arthur mused.

“She’s a lawyer. She’s hardly innocent. Shakespeare would have had her first against the wall when the revolution came.”

“It’s unethical.”

Elizabeth laughed. “When have we ever concerned ourselves with such luxuries?”

“I won’t harm this woman.”

“Do you like her, Arthur?”

His five seconds were ticking by. Gen’s puckish sense of humor amused him. Her intelligence intrigued him. Her lush body aroused him.

He really liked that she hadn’t shrunk away from him but had turned around swinging.

His training had saved him from a nut punch or a black eye, barely. She had obviously been attacked, perhaps even abused, and he wanted to stand in front of her to protect her and to wrap himself around her to heal her.

That wasn’t like him.

Odd.

Arthur said, “She seems fragile.”

“Of course she seems fragile. She’s not one of us. I’m merely encouraging you to make certain that you win your case. Convince her. You’re the best at it.”

Arthur looked at the spongy sod beside his shoe. The grass was thin in spots, and the black soil marred the emerald green. “I’m not.”

“You learned from the best.”

“Certainly.” He had been seventeen.

She said, “All my contacts are the highest performers.”

“I may have poisoned that well.”

“Makes the chase that much more interesting.” Elizabeth drew a finger under Arthur’s jaw, almost cradling his face in her palm. He wanted to lean into her touch, but he sure as hell didn’t.

Elizabeth said, “You’re useless to us if you’re not the Earl of Severn. Cultivate her so that you get what we need, which is to win your case.”

And so, Arthur would cultivate Gen, just like he always did.

Elizabeth withdrew her hand, stroking her fingers under his jaw. “I would hate to lose my best boy.”

















A Long and Flexy Mate







Late at night, in the quiet stillness of the barristers’ chambers, Gen was leaning back in her office chair, reading the depositions for the case of that rascal Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn. Her lamp cast a pool of light around her small pupil’s desk.

Gen was lucky to have been assigned a tiny office of her own, though the room was about the size of a broom closet and smelled odd, like dust and old polish. Its small window overlooked the twinkling night of central London. A draft sneaked in the edges of the window, bringing with it cool night air and green grass scent from the courtyard of Lincoln’s Inn. Her door opened to a small waiting room with couches and an admin’s desk.

From the waiting room, the double doors to her pupil mistress’s office loomed at the back, shut tightly now. Darkness leaked through the cracks around the heavy wooden doors.

No one had walked by her open door for forty-five minutes, though other pupil barristers rustled paper in the far offices, trying to appear more industrious, more earnest, than their peers. Gen was pretty sure that her two girlfriends from university, Lee and Rose, were still slugging away in their chambers where they were doing their first six-month internships, one floor down and a few windows over. Thank God they were doing their pupillages in different chambers, so they were not Gen’s direct competition to obtain tenancy. The competition was cutthroat. Gen had heard that some people sabotaged their fellow pupils, making it look like they had done something unethical or illegal, to boot them out of the competition for tenancy.

So far, nothing like that had happened in Gen’s chambers as far as she knew, but she was hopelessly naive. Even Horace had gently suggested that Gen might want to be a bit more conniving when the situation called for it. It was the British way.

Gen was so hopelessly American, believing that hard work and rigor would win others’ respect and allow her to get ahead in life. Horace had despaired when she had talked about it.

The clock on her computer clicked over to ten-forty. Time for another refresh.

Gen tapped the glowing computer screen of her laptop on the search bar, hoping and praying that nothing new popped up.

The top return for “Arthur Finch-Hatten Severn gossip” was still dated a month before and was the same picture, thank the law gods. He hadn’t managed to do anything gossip-worthy yet.

Damn it, the man was almost thirty years old. Maybe not all the way to thirty, but he was at least twenty-eight or so. Gen wasn’t sure. In any case, Lord Severn needed not to sabotage his own damn law case and leave her to pick up the pieces.

Maybe Lord Severn had gone home to bed, alone, like a good boy, despite the defiance in his pale gray-blue eyes when he had left the conference room that afternoon.

Yeah, it could have happened.

Gen snorted at her own feeble hopes and hit the refresh button again.

The top story was still that grainy photo of Lord Severn escorting a leggy blonde into a VIP area at a nightclub and pausing for a moment for the cameras before he walked in after her. Gen read the caption for the thousandth time: Earl Severn and Peony Sweetling out on the town, drunk and rumoured high on cocaine at the Tiger Bar.

Damn him. Seriously.

His brother, Christopher, was accusing Lord Severn of snorting both the estate’s principal funds and the money provided by the National Trust for the upkeep of the family’s palatial country home, Spencer House. Misuse of National Trust funds could land Lord Severn in jail.

This was intolerable.

Surely Gen had Lord Severn’s cell phone number in his contact information somewhere. She would just ring him up and insist that he stay in for the few weeks or months before his case was tried before a judge.

And surely it would go before a judge. Octavia Hawkes would argue the case and oversee Gen, of course, because Gen was still a pupil. Octavia was ultimately responsible for the case.

Surely Gen wouldn’t be thrown before the House of Lords while she was still a pupil. Maybe she should confer with her pupil mistress.

Octavia Hawkes would have to take over the case if it had to be argued before the House of Lords, of course.

Getting rid of the case and the responsibility for the naughty earl would be a huge relief, a metaphorical ton of weight lifted from Gen’s shoulders.

Which meant that it was absolutely the wrong thing to do.

Passing off a high-profile case because she couldn’t handle it would mark her as spineless.

Spineless pupil barristers did not receive invitations to tenancy.

No high-powered litigator wanted a sniveling, low-level lawyer in their office who thrust their difficult cases upon their betters. Barristers must contribute to the prestige and finances of the office, not hang around the necks of the other lawyers as dead weight that the others had to compensate for.

And so, Gen could not ask to be relieved of the incorrigible Lord Severn’s case, not if she wanted that job offer, and she had to get that job offer.

It was not overstating the case to say that her mother’s life depended on it.

The darkened office was eerily quiet at this time of night.

Gen sighed and hit refresh. Still nothing.

Somewhere down the corridor, a door slapped closed. High-heeled shoes clicked across the wooden floor outside.

Gen busied herself, positioning her hands on the keyboard and ducking her head in case Octavia Hawkes walked in.

The clattering of shoes resolved into two sets of footsteps, and Gen relaxed in her chair.

Her university friends Lee and Rose swung around the doorway and into Gen’s small office. Both were slim, limber ladies, wearing business trouser suits as pupil barristers ought to. Rose Pennelegion’s somber black suit was a few shades darker than her skin, and her hair was braided in a slick updo.

Lee Fox grinned hard and held up a plastic bag. “Thought you might want take away?” Her Cockney accent hollowed out her words because it was after eight at night. During the day, Lee carried on with an impeccable middle-upper-class accent, and no one but Rose and Gen knew that she had been born and attended government schools in the wrong part of London. She tossed her bright red hair behind her shoulder. The color was barely natural enough not to draw questions by the staid senior barristers but just bright enough to be fun.

Gen slapped her laptop closed and set it aside. “Oh, Lordy, you two are life savers. I thought I was going to have to eat my desk.”

They giggled and dragged chairs from Hawkes’s waiting room into Gen’s tiny office. The legs screeched on the wooden floor, but none of the barristers were around to complain about the noise.

Rose crossed her legs and folded her hands on her knee, waiting primly.

Lee unpacked the boxes, and the complicated scent of Chicken Tikka Masala rolled into the tiny room. The boxes were stamped with the red logo from Mumbai Take-Away, their favorite place, even though Mumbai was liberal with the red chili powder.

Gen’s stomach flopped over and growled so loudly that Lee and Rose laughed at her.

Within seconds, they were ripping apart the naan flatbread and sopping up sauce while they forked chicken chunks into their mouths. Gen liberated a few bottles of stout from the stash in the break room to cool the spice on their tongues. She was used to spicy food, having grown up eating Tex-Mex, but Lee and Rose were British to their Union Jack-wrapped hearts and couldn’t handle the heat.

When all that was left were wiped-clean paper boxes and the smell of curry lingering in the air, Gen leaned back and grabbed her purse off the floor. She dug inside and held out a couple of notes. “That was so good. How much do I owe you guys?”

Lee waved Gen’s money away. “Forget it.”

“I’ve been keeping track,” Gen said. “You aren’t letting me pay my fair share. It’s not cool.”

“We’re fine with it,” Rose said, hunting in the plastic bag for mints. After the CTM, they all needed mints.

“Come on. Take a quid or two,” Gen said.

Rose laughed. “It’s so funny when you say ‘quid’ with that American accent. It’s just all wrong.”

“Take it,” Gen insisted. Lee and Rose were also tens of thousands of pounds in debt for their degrees and courses. They couldn’t afford it, either.

“No,” Lee said, looking out Gen’s small window. “Pay us back when we’re all barristers.”

“You won’t want the money by then,” Gen said.

“Have you got the money for your mother’s home this month?” Rose asked, using a paper napkin to wipe every trace of curry from her burgundy-painted fingernails as fastidiously as a noblewoman’s cat.

“Not quite yet, but I was going to do some devilling for Devereux this week. I’ll get it. I’ll be fine.”

Devilling is the practice of a senior barrister farming out work to pupil barristers—writing briefs and drafting precedents—for a cut of the hourly rate. Violet Devereux was a master at it, with dozens of little devils running in and out of her chambers every day, exchanging paperwork for cash.

So many little devils traipsed through her door every day that some of the pupil barristers had christened her office the Devilhouse. Gen thought it was a stupid name.

Lee looked out the small window at the glittering London lights in the dark. “I do wish you would just let us pay for things for a few more months without all this conversation. Can’t we be British about it?”

Oh, so that was it. Gen was being too American again. “I’m sorry.”

“And we’ll have none of that,” Rose said briskly, standing and brushing her pants as if a crumb might have fallen from her ruby-painted lips. Even though Rose had eaten as much curry and naan as Lee and Gen, her lipstick was somehow perfect and glossy. “You can’t be apologizing for everything like a Canadian, either.”

Gen rolled her eyes at that. The British apologize for things even more than Southerners.

“How are you going to get an offer of tenancy if you’re not British enough? It’s up to us to teach you.” Lee’s accent rose to bitingly arch. “You must accept our well-intentioned gesture with grace and not mention it amongst us, lest it affront our pride.”

Gen laughed. “If you insist.”

She really should learn to be more British. At the most inappropriate times, her inner American, or worse, her inner Texan rose and ranted, usually when someone was doing something wrong.

The internet held all kinds of traps for her.

Oh, the internet.

Gen fished behind herself and propped her laptop on her knees.

“Don’t mind us,” Lee said. “We’re just the people who brought your dinner.”

“Just a sec.” Gen tapped the screen to refresh the news search. “I’ve got this new client, Arthur Finch-Hatten, and he sometimes goes on a wild drunk and ends up on the gossip sites. It’s like he’s trying to lose his case.”

The same list repopulated on the computer screen with the Peony Sweetling picture at the top, and Gen blew out the air trapped in her lungs. Finch-Hatten hadn’t done anything publicly stupid yet.

She looked up.

Lee and Rose were both staring at her. Lee’s mouth had fallen open, and Rose had frozen with her hand in the air.

Lee asked, “Are you shitting me?”

Rose threw Lee a glare and asked Gen, “You got Lord Severn’s case?”

Gen looked back and forth between her friends. “What makes you think I can’t handle that ornery colt?”

“I rather think no one could handle him,” said Rose.

Lee snickered, “Actually, everyone has handled him.”

Rose ignored her. “Has he propositioned you yet?”

“No, of course not,” Gen lied. That was more believable anyway.

“He will,” Rose said. “He struts through the corridors and offices like—”

“—Like red hot man candy wrapped in a bow,” Lee said.

“—as if he has his pick of women, and he does pick,” Rose continued. “He’s a predator.”

Gen drew in a long, slow breath, trying to look casual and normal. They didn’t know.

“He doesn’t assault women, does he?” Gen asked. She might have to be alone with him, perhaps in taxi cabs or other conference rooms. She could arrange to never be in that position, but she had to make arrangements ahead of time to ensure her safety.

“No, I’ve never heard of him assaulting anyone,” Rose said.

“He doesn’t have to,” Lee said. “The ladettes hand him their knickers.”

Rose rolled her huge, dark eyes. “He’s not a rapist and doesn’t assault, but I’ve heard that he’s very good at convincing women to do things that they might not do, otherwise.”

The fear of assault drained out of Gen. Indeed, that was exactly her experience. Lord Severn had backed off and stayed backed-off as soon as she had said no.

Gen asked, “Like what kind of things?”

“Oh, I couldn’t say,” Rose said.

Ah. Rose was a vault that a lot of people confided in. Gen knew better than to push. Anything that anyone had told Rose in confidence, she would take with her to her grave unless there was a damn good reason. At university, Gen had stayed up with Rose one night while she had rambled about an ethical dilemma, whether it was better to break a confidence, and in the end had gone to the authorities because a child was in harm’s way. Gen had known that Rose would make the moral choice in the end, but it was going to take some angst to get there.

“So, he’s harmless if you tell him no,” Gen said, just to clarify.

“Yes, that’s what I’ve heard,” Rose said, nodding.

“But who wants to turn ‘im down?” Lee asked, her hands rising to the corners of the room. “He’s a long and flexy mate, ‘e is.”

Long and flexy? “Is that literal?” Gen asked.

“No, berk. It just means he’s nice looking. Sexy. I haven’t had him.”

“Oh. Okay.” Gen rolled her eyes at Rose, who grinned.

“I haven’t!” Lee nearly shouted.

Rose pursed her lips.

Gen motioned for her to shut the office door.

Rose leaned back in her chair and flicked the door closed with two burgundy fingernails.

Now that they wouldn’t be overheard, Gen said to Rose, “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.”

“I do not protest too much!” Lee said. “If I’d’ve had Lord Severn, when I was finished with him, he’d need an IV drip, an ice pack, and therapy. I’d tattoo it backward on my forehead in diamonds so I could read it in sparkly things every morning: I thumped ‘is Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn.” She held her scarlet hair away from her face. “Is it written on my forehead in diamonds? Well, is it?”

Gen and Rose had to admit that Lee did not have a booty call confession tattooed on her forehead in glittering gems, so it must not have happened.

Lee asked Gen, “Have you boinked him yet?”

“God, no. I’ve only had one quick meeting with him,” Gen said.

Lee and Rose looked at each other, and an eternity of debate passed between them.

“What!” Gen said.

Rose asked, “So, what’s he like?”

“Yeah, did you drop on your back on the conference table and beg him to bang you hard?” Lee asked.

Gen almost stood up. “No!”

Lee told Rose, “I’ll bet she did.”

Rose asked Gen, “So what did you talk about?”

Gen sighed. “At first, very little.” She gathered herself to spill the beans to her girlfriends because that’s what had to be done. “Up close, he’s stunning. Like, literally stunning. It was like I’d taken a Taser to the frontal lobes. My mouth would not work for several minutes.”

Rose nodded, “Those eyes.”

Lee added, “That arse.”

Rose’s loud sigh at Lee’s coarseness was audible even over Lee and Gen’s laughter.

Rose asked, “And then, what was he like?”

“Well—” Gen picked around her little freak-out and considered the rest of the meeting. “—He was funny.”

Rose gasped. “He was not.”

“He was. He was asking silly questions about the games that we play in court. Like, you know, the word game Stannis insists on playing, where you have to work certain words into the arguments?”

“Oy, I hate that one,” Lee said.

Rose shrugged. She’d read English poetry at Oxford. Gen had yet to go up against her, but she bet that Rose would be very, very good at that particular game.

Gen said, “Or playing online poker in Judge Germaine’s courtroom. James had to buy a round at The Collared Dog that night because I won twenty quid from the judge online and won the case.”

“Nice,” Lee said.

“But the weird thing is,” Gen said, “it seemed like he was really listening to me. It wasn’t like mere flirting, not like he was hanging on my words because he wanted to get into my pants, but that he was genuinely interested in what I had to say, like maybe I had something important to tell him.”

“You were telling him whether or not he’ll be keeping a whole, filthy lot of money,” Lee said, “and whether you can save his noble arse.”

Gen shook her head. “No. It was more than that. Different, somehow.”

Rose pursed her lips. “And then what happened?”

“Nothing, really.” Nothing to speak of because Gen didn’t speak of anything about that. “We discussed his case a bit, and then he left.”

Lee asked, “So are you buddies with ‘is Lordship? Have you friended on social media and declared that you’re in a twittership with him, yet?”

Gen rolled her eyes on that one. Honestly. “Uh, no. Indeed, I don’t think he likes me very much. I had to tell him to quit carousing and chasing skirts. I told him that judges and juries didn’t like it and he was going to lose the case if he kept carrying on. He didn’t take kindly to that.”

Lee and Rose looked at each other again with one of those looks that held an entire conversation, a long and sad conversation.

Gen opened her hands, begging, “What!”

“You have to be more subtle, Genevieve,” Rose said. “You have to bring them around to it. Let him understand it rather than be so direct.”

“Because he’s a man and I’m just a woman?” Gen asked. “Because of chauvinism and sexism?”

“No, dear.” Rose set her beer bottle on Gen’s tiny desk. “Because he’s British, and because you’re British, too.”

Oh. Gen had been too American again.

Dagnabit.

She admitted, “Yeah, maybe I could have done that better.”

“There’s always a next time,” Rose said briskly.

Lee piped up, “I propose a toast.” She held up her beer bottle. The light shone through the empty glass bottle. One drip slid down the inside to the dry bottom. “That’s unfortunate. Good thing I have this.” She snagged a flask from her purse.

“And what have you got there?” Rose asked her.

“Good Irish whiskey,” Lee said. “Here, pour some in that empty bottle of yours.”

“I think Patrick would have words if he saw the abomination of good whiskey being polluted with a dirty beer bottle.” Rose held out her empty bottle.

Lee tipped the flask and dribbled whiskey into Rose’s bottle. “Gen? You up for it?”

“Hell, yeah. Fill ‘er up,” Gen said, holding out her empty bottle for a shot.

Lee added at least a triple shot of whiskey to Gen’s bottle, and they held their drinks up in salute. Lee’s metal flask clicked against their glass bottles. “To ‘is Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, and his tight arse.”

Gen giggled, getting a little tipsy, and they all drank to the Lord Severn’s butt.

The whiskey burned Gen’s throat, and she caught her breath afterward. This was awful. It was horrifically unethical to treat a client so, even in private. “I should not be drinking to my client’s butt.”

“No jury with ladies on it would convict you,” Lee said.

Rose tittered behind her hand and sipped the whiskey from her bottle.

Lee and Rose finished their drinks and left Gen’s office, saying that they would see her the next day for lunch.

It was well past midnight. Gen should go home, too. She had to be back at work in just a few hours to get Octavia her first cup of the morning at seven.

Gen sat alone in her dark closet-slash-office, alternately staring at the paperwork in Lord Severn’s case and then at her computer screen. She drained the last sip of whiskey from her beer bottle during her vigil, waiting to see if Lord Severn was indeed at a sordid nightclub somewhere or if he had gone home to a lonely bed.

Ha. As if.

She refreshed the computer search again, but the top result was still the same grainy pic of Lord Severn and Peony Sweetling.

That had to be a stage name. Peony Sweetling. Sheesh.

She should call His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, and she should tell him to stay home like a good little earl and not screw up her case because judges and juries totally hated that kind of gallivanting about.

She really should.

Should.

How many beers had she had with the CTM? Three?

Probably three.

Maybe four.

And then the whiskey.

It was an excellent idea to call His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten the Earl of bloody Severn and tell him a thing or two.

It didn’t feel very British to be so direct. It felt very American, and it felt so very right.

Yep, Lord Severn’s cell phone number was right in his file.

That made it easy.

As Gen reached for the office phone, her wrist brushed the trackpad on her computer.

The browser refreshed itself, searching again for any news, gossip, incriminating photographs, or other dreck posted about “Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten OR Earl Severn AND gossip.”

The top photograph, that infuriating one with the blond bimbo and intimations of cocaine, floated down the screen, leaving white space.

Oh, God.

No.

Another picture materialized out of what must have been Hell.

His Lordship Arthur Finch-fucking-Hatten, the Earl of fucking Severn, was sitting on what looked like an infernal throne with three twenty-something women snaking around him. His suit was rumpled, and his silvery tie was askew. A bright red lip print marked his neck.

Even through the graininess of the telephoto shot, his pale eyes were obviously glazed over, and he was listing to the side as if he were half-dead.

The caption for the picture was “Lord Severn-and-Seven Drunk Again. Which of these Three Tarts is a Drug Dealer?”

Ah, bloody hell.

















Drunk-Dialing the Earl of Severn 







Gen snatched up her office phone from the table behind her and dialed the number in the file.

Ringing chattered through the phone, and a man’s deep voice asked, “Yes?”

“Lord Severn—” Gen started, her voice a little screechier than she had meant. She was too wound up, too drunk.

“Oh, it’s you.” Lord Severn’s voice lightened a little as it came from her phone. “The contact listing said that Horace Lindsey was calling from beyond the grave.”

She tried to lower her voice, “It’s Genevieve Ward.” Still screechy. And a little slurred.

“Yes, Ms. Ward, I know.” He chuckled, a deep, low laugh. “If this were Horace, I would have to say that you’ve reincarnated extraordinarily quickly and as an attractive woman, you should know. Perhaps this time, I’ll take you up on your kind offer.”

She bulled over his words even though her tongue was numb and heavy in her mouth. “Someone saw you out carousing and took pictures of you with three women tonight. Three! Are you deliberately trying to sabotage your case? Do you not want to be the Earl of Severus anymore?”

“Severus? Ms. Ward, have you been drinking?”

“It doesn’t matter if I’ve been drinking. There aren’t any pictures of me up on gossip sites, half-unconscious and with women hanging all over me!”

“I’m flattered that you called me when drunk-dialing. Are you at your office?”

How could he know that? “How could you know that?”

“The contact identification shows Serle’s Court Barristers. I thought it was Horace Lindsey calling.” His voice was warm and gentle. “Remember?”

“I am not drunk but you are and you need to go home and quit letting those assholes get pictures of you when you’re drunk. You’re going to blow out your liver or something.”

“How are you planning to get home?”

“None of your business.”

“Is there anyone there with you?”

“None of your business.”

“Ah, I see how this game is played.” Some mumbling. “Don’t go anywhere. I’m on Chancery Lane, nearly at your office, now. Luckily, I happen to be quite close.”

“You’re drunk, too. You shouldn’t be driving.”

“I’m not driving. I have a lady who drives me around, and I never get drunk.”

“Dude, I saw the pictures. You’re probably crawling around on the floor of that car and vomiting on your way to the next bar.”

“I was on my way home to my demon-possessed dog, but I thank you for the vote of confidence.” He still sounded amused.

“Dude, I saw the pictures!”

“Don’t believe everything you see on the internet. I’m driving past Lincoln’s Inn now. Where is your office?”

“None of your business.”

“Ah, yes. There are only a few lights on. Those are the law library,” he mused. “Are you in Horace’s office?”

“No. When he died, they assigned me to a new pupil mistress, Octavia Hawkes.”

“So you’re in her office?”

“I have a little office right next to hers.”

“Is that in the same chambers as Horace’s office was?”

“Two doors down, past the clerk’s suite.”

“Splendid. You’re doing so well, helping me find you.”

A warm glow touched Gen’s cheeks. “S’alright.”

The growl of the car motor in the background of his voice died away. He said, “I’ve arrived. I’m coming up. Don’t go anywhere.”

“You don’t have to do this.”

“It’s entirely in my self-interest to make sure you get home all right. If my barrister dies of alcohol poisoning, I’ll definitely lose the lawsuit.”

“There are over sixty lawyers in this office. Someone else would take your case.” She wasn’t sure that was true.

“Horace wanted you to take it.”

“No, he just had me write a Shakespearean quote on it while he was dying.”

“And that was?” Gen could hear the smile in his voice and the tapping tread of his steps on the marble staircase.

While he lay dying, Horace had instructed her to write: Though I, once gone, to all the world must die: The earth can yield me but a common grave, When you entombed in men’s eyes shall lie.

She told him, “Sonnet eighty-one.”

Silence grew over the phone as his footsteps stopped. Lord Severn asked, “That one?”

“Yes. I thought it was odd. What do you think he meant by it?”

The footsteps resumed clacking in the background of Lord Severn’s voice. “I’m almost there.”

“It was weird that he wanted me to write that. He knew he was going to die, didn’t he? It’s so sad that he died. I miss him a lot. I think about him every day, and it’s hard to keep from crying when I find his handwriting in files. Does that mean that he wanted me to take his case?”

“I suspect he did. Horace was a wise man and a good friend.”

“It took forever for the ambulance to arrive. I called them right away.”

“Of course you did.” His voice echoed from the phone and from down the hallway. “I’m sure you did everything you could. Where are you?”

“The only lamp still burning in the office because the industrious little American has to prove her worth.”

“I see your light.” The footfalls quickened. “Are you all right?”

Gen wiped her eyes. “I didn’t cry at his funeral.”

“Of course not. Horace wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.” Lord Severn rounded the corner of her doorframe and held on, his phone still pressed to his ear.

Gen mashed her eyes to dry any tears that might be still in them and looked up.

Damn, Arthur Finch-Hatten was gorgeous even when he was wearing jeans and a rumpled dress shirt instead of a tailored suit. The denim clung to his long legs, accentuating the lean muscles underneath. His dark shirt had one button open at the throat, no tie, just a peek of his collarbone. Without a suit jacket covering him up, his shoulders looked even broader, and his chest, more rounded under the thin fabric. He had a trim waist, narrow and tight, with the suggestion of hard muscles wrapping his body.

Gen’s brain turned to alcohol-soaked goo.

She hung up the office phone in its cradle.

Lord Severn stuffed his phone into a back pocket and walked into her cubby of an office. “Let’s get you home.”

Gen braced her arms on the desk. “Why would you come here?”

“It’s important to me that you arrive home safely,” he said.

“And why is that? I’m nothing to you,” Gen fretted. Drinking made her surly, sometimes.

“That’s not true. You’re my barrister who is going to save my earldom and a great deal of my money.”

She shrugged. “Barristers are a dime, a dozen.”

“Horace recommended you. I trusted him with my fortune and my title. I trust what he said about you.”

“Horace didn’t give me your case. The head clerk assigned it to me for absolutely no good reason. It was dumb luck for me, and it was bad luck for you.”

He shook his head. “I’m sure Horace Lindsey left instructions, or perhaps he had discussed the matter with my solicitors and they made the recommendation. On several occasions, he said that you would be his second at the table during the hearings. He told me that if anything happened to him, I should make sure you handled my case.”

Gen scuffed her shoe on the wooden floor under her desk. “I don’t know why he would say that.”

“Because he trusted you. He thought that anyone else in your chambers might not understand how best to handle it.”

Horace had been overly sentimental, sometimes, even though he had that polished British reserve.

She said, “I think someone else should handle your case. I’m just a pupil barrister. I’ve only been arguing cases for a few months, and always with Horace making sure I knew what to say. I’m not qualified. You need a senior barrister, probably a QC, someone with a lot of experience and who understands the British legal system better than I do.”

Lord Severn smiled at her under the light cast from the single ceiling bulb in her office. “Now I’m sure that you’re too intoxicated to see yourself home. A barrister would never say such a thing, otherwise.”

“Maybe it’s because I’m not a good barrister.”

“Horace thought otherwise, and I trust his judgment.”

“You’re drunk,” she said.

Lord Severn laughed. “Perhaps, but you’re worse off than I am. Let’s get you to the car. You’re far too drunk to be walking around, giving away your cases.”

“You should listen when I tell you to dump me. I gained a first at Oxford. I’m smart.”

Lord Severn glanced around her tiny office. “Do you need anything? Should you take your laptop or lock it up for the night? Do you have a jacket? It’s chilly out there, even for January.”

She scooted her chair back from her tiny desk and grabbed her jacket off the back of it. “Everything stays here. Just need to lock my office door.”

“All right. Let’s go.” He held out his hand, palm up.

Gen recoiled from his grabbing hand. “I can walk fine. I don’t need help.”

Those silvery-gray eyes of his tracked how she swayed as she held onto her desk, and even in her drunken state, she could see that he didn’t look drunk at all.

Not at all.

Not even a little.

Why not?

The high heels on her shoes felt broken, and every time she walked, her ankles flexed like she was going to fall over. “I don’t need help,” she repeated, wobbling around her desk.

“Of course not,” Lord Severn said. “But I’m here if you would prefer a hand.”

Gen snagged her purse off the floor and stumbled past him and out of her office. “I don’t usually get drunk like this.”

“I should expect not.” Lord Severn followed her out and watched her twist the metal key in the knob. He tilted his head, examining the outdated lock set on her door. “Is that the only lock on your door?”

“I’m very junior here. Not much is kept in there.”

“Merely my personal phone number and contact information, copies of my passport and credit history, and my friends’ private information, amongst others.”

“Oh, yeah. I should do something about that.” The floor wiggled under Gen’s feet, so she leaned against a wall to steady herself.

“I’ll send someone over tomorrow to upgrade that. Come, now. The car is waiting.”

Gen staggered down the hallway beside Lord Severn until they reached the staircase. The offices upstairs had been remodeled with modern furnishings like any law office anywhere in the world.

Dang it, they had already passed the elevator, and going back would make her look weak and drunk.

Marble stairs stretched down to the ground floor: long, imposing, centuries old, and slick as satin.

Gen gripped the banister so hard that her knuckles inside her hand groaned.

“You could hold my elbow.” Lord Severn jutted his elbow out to the side as if to assist her down the staircase at cotillion.

She said, “I’m fine. Don’t grab me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. “Last time, you tried to pummel me.”

“And I’ll do it for realsies this time.”

Yet, Gen eyed his arm. Merely an elbow offered as a handle didn’t seem as threatening as a hand grabbing at her and ready to shove her down.

Lord Severn stood with his elbow akimbo. “Shall we?”

Gen might fall headfirst downstairs because she was so stupidly wobbly.

The other option was to hold onto his arm. Not him holding her, but her holding onto him.

She was as skittish as a thunder-spooked colt. Ridiculous.

Falling down the stone stairs and dying was not the best alternative, though.

She had to find a way over, around, or through things, unless she wanted to live her life like a gun-shy gopher.

Without looking, she curled her fingers under his arm.

His arm tightened against her hand, pulling her to his side.

Gen didn’t let go.

She was fine. She was just hanging onto him. He wasn’t grabbing her.

It was different.

She told herself that again.

It was different.

Under the fine fabric of his shirt, Lord Severn’s biceps muscle twitched, a tremor in the hard globe of his upper arm. Against the backs of her fingers, muscular cords wound around his side.

He must have a lot of spare time to hit the gym.

Lazy noble jerk.

Warmth filtered through his shirt to her hand, and a hint of cologne that smelled like apple pie spices and warm wood clung to him.

“Shall we?” he asked.

Gen nodded. She walked down the stairs, trying not to fall on her face and crash down the steps nor accidentally mash her body against his.

Her hand shook on Lord Severn’s arm, no matter how hard she tried to steady herself.

Damn.

Lord Severn looked around the dark wood of the staircase as they walked down. “My grandfather was admitted to the bar in Lincoln’s Inn.”

“Your grandfather was a barrister?” Gen concentrated on breathing slowly and not hyperventilating.

“Of course not,” he scoffed. “My grandfather was an earl.”

Oh. Right. “Why was he admitted to the bar?”

They were about halfway down the staircase.

Lord Severn said, “We wolfish earls must have something to do with our free time. My grandfather read law at Oxford and served on certain committees in the House of Lords.”

“I read law at Trinity College at Oxford.”

“Trinity is an excellent college. Everyone seems to love it. I did.”

“You were at Trinity? Did you take a degree?”

“Oh, yes. A while ago, a few years ahead of you, I’d wager. But it doesn’t matter.”

“Of course, it matters. What course did you take?”

He shrugged, and his arm under her hand rose. “Modern Languages.”

“That must have been hard. I barely passed French.”

“I read Spanish and Russian.”

“That’s interesting.”

“Not particularly. There were quite a lot of classical books to read in the course. I rather thought that we would speak the languages, but uni is an education in many ways, isn’t it?”

“Oh, yes. Many ways.” Gen felt herself laugh and almost choked on it.

Wow, Gen was impressed with herself, that she could hold onto Lord Severn’s arm and laugh at his jokes and not freak out or climb up on the banister like an overweight, ungainly spider monkey to get away from him.

Maybe she should have been impressed that Lord Severn was so skillfully distracting her.

Well, he was a party animal. Everything was just fun and a great time had by all, right? He was probably very good at getting people to relax. That’s why people flocked to him.

That’s why women flocked to him.

She asked him, “So are you doing anything with your degree?”

With his other hand, he patted her fingers that were wrapped around his arms. “Nothing to speak of.”

“Then why did you go to university?”

“As I said, we wolfish earls must have something to do with our free time. I went to university for a few years before embarking on my depraved and debauched lifestyle.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s right. I’m supposed to be lecturing you about the deplorable ways you spend your time and money.”

“It appears that I’ve taken up rescuing damsels in distress tonight. Is that more to your taste?”

Somehow, they reached the bottom of the stairs and the safety of the ground floor.

Gen had made it. She hadn’t freaked out or fallen or yanked her hand away and tumbled down the stairs.

Halle-freaking-lujah.

She caught her breath, and just as she started to drop her hand away from Lord Severn’s arm, he settled his other hand over her fingers.

It didn’t feel like he was intentionally trapping her, just steadying her.

She did feel a little trapped, but she didn’t shake him off. She could handle this.

Gen considered making her fingers go limp and letting them slide out of his arm, but Lord Severn continued to talk about the history of Lincoln’s Inn and his family’s long connection with the law society, telling her about the history of the art that they passed.

His arm warmed her fingers, too. Gen’s hands were always cold.

And, to be frank, Gen was holding onto the arm of one of the most notorious playboys and eligible bachelors in England. Every time Lord Severn looked at her or asked her something about herself, it was like he glowed from the inside, and she warmed from his light. Even now, with his fingers gently holding hers, when he smiled down at her as they walked through the antiquated building past the dark wood and stone of the lobby, she felt like he liked her.

Maybe he did.

Oh, she was being silly. Horsey-faced Gen wasn’t in the same league as His Venerable Hotness, the Right Honorable Lord Severn.

She must be drunk.

But she could enjoy the moment.

Lord Severn rambled on about King Charles II as if he had known the guy while they walked through the lobby, out the front doors, and along the sidewalk.

Just outside the portcullis, a car was idling, waiting for them.

Lord Severn finally let go of her fingers, and she jerked her hand back to her side. She stood, fidgeting, while he opened the rear door for her. When she finally climbed inside, her high heel caught on the rim of the door, yanking her foot.

Somehow, she saved it and just sat down hard on the pillowy leather. Sprawling across the seat with her fanny in the air was totally par for the course, but not this time.

Gen’s hand felt abnormally warm.

She held her fingers to her chest. Her hand had been trapped by his arm against his ribs for several minutes, and she hadn’t panicked at all. Surely, this was some kind of a new record for her. Someone ought to be proud.

Lord Severn climbed into the other side of the car. “Unfortunately, I can’t take you home with me. Your fellow barristers would talk. So, where shall I take you?”

“That might be the only way to keep you out of trouble, if I hung around you and hounded you day and night.”

He chuckled. “Let’s hope it never comes to that. All those ethics rules about barristers and their clients would surely get in the way.”

“You know about those, huh?”

He winked at her. “It’s come up once or twice.”

Gen peered at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you should read my file carefully. Horace wasn’t my first barrister at your law firm.”

Shock cracked through her. “No!”

“Certainly. I think that’s why I was assigned to him.” Lord Severn asked, “And what’s your address, again?”

Had she told him her address to begin with?

It didn’t really matter.

Gen rattled off the address to him. “In Islington. It’s not too far off. About fifteen minutes.”

Arthur told the driver, a lady in her sixties with short, gray hair visible above the seat back, to take them to the address. The car pulled away from the curb, rocking Gen back in her seat.

Outside the car, the night air in London was chilly but not bad for January. The buildings slipped by along the sides of the street. The ground floor shops were shuttered and dark, but lights still shone in some of the upstairs windows. Shadows flitted in the bright squares even though it was well after midnight.

The car’s engine hummed in the quiet.

To be polite, Gen should make conversation with Arthur Finch-Hatten, who was sitting right over there on the other side of the back seat.

Right over there.

The car passed under a street light, and the blaze of light flared on his strong cheekbones and the dimples in his cheeks.

Damn, he was gorgeous.

Gen’s brain fuzzed like radiation had turned all her radio signals to static.

She needed to say something.

Think, think, think, think, think.

Let’s see: she could harangue him some more for his carousing.

No, she had harped on that enough.

She could talk about the weather or sports or something.

Gen didn’t know much about sports and was rarely outside during the day except to travel to court. Most of the time when she was out, her face was stuck in paperwork while she rode in taxis or on the train, anyway. The weather was a mystery to her except for a few instances between vehicles and buildings.

She could compliment him on his incredible physique—the hard muscles around his torso and arm—that she had been feeling up while he had guided her drunken butt down the stairs. Maybe she could ask him to take off his shirt to show her just how ripped he was, just out of curiosity.

Awkward.

Topics of conversation, each more stupid than the last, vortexed in Gen’s head.

Oh my God, she had to say something.

Now.

Talk now.

Gen blurted, “Those little white wigs that barristers wear in court really start to stink if you don’t have them cleaned, and some people never do that.”

Oh, no. Anything but that.

Lord Severn looked over at her, startled, his silvery eyes reflecting the bands of street lights that shone in the car as they drove, and his expression cracked into a huge grin. “Do tell.”

“Um, yeah. They’re traditionally made out of horse hair, so they last forever, but they’re really itchy. Everyone hates them.”

Lord Severn was still smiling that blast of sunshine that warmed her from the inside, out. He said, “I can only imagine.”

“And the robes are hot. You have to wear them over a suit, and it gets really steamy. Some of the big guys sweat through them. The bands on the collar are stiff and poke the underside of your chin.”

“Abominable,” Lord Severn agreed.

“It’s better to argue cases where you’ve never met the client but only taken instructions from the solicitors. It was kind of disconcerting to actually meet with you in chambers. I keep feeling like I should throw you back to the solicitors and have all of our communication go through them. It’s traditional. The law is more pure when it works like that. I can concentrate on the case and the nuances of the law and the facts instead of—” She glanced over at Lord Severn, so beautiful with his brilliant smile and his gray eyes twinkling in the streetlights and moonlight “—distractions.”

“Certainly,” Lord Severn said, “but I like to know who is working on my case. Horace and I had lunch several times a month to discuss developments.”

“He was charging you for his time for those lunches.”

“Of course he was.”

“He was charging you while you were at your club,” Gen said.

“Of course. Otherwise, he would have billed me for reimbursement, too.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“Of course.” Lord Severn’s smile turned a little puzzled, and he tilted his head as he looked at her.

“All right, then. If it’s all on the up-and-up,” she said.

“You’re not going to charge me for this car ride home, are you?” Lord Severn asked, grinning again.

Damn, he was beautiful when he did that.

She laughed. “You should charge me cab fare, I suppose.”

“I think we can agree that each would cancel out the other.”

“Oh, I don’t think you’ve looked at how much I’m charging you per hour,” she said.

His eyes twinkled again. “Can you imagine how much it would cost to hire an earl to drive you around?”

“You’re not driving,” she pointed out.

“As a companion, then,” he said. “I was auctioned off last year for charity to a very nice duchess in her late forties for thirty thousand pounds. Now if we do the math to arrive at a per-hour fee—”

Gen asked, “How many hours was it?”

“There was dinner, and the symphony, so that was a few hours.”

“And you dropped her off at home at—”

He raised one eyebrow, but he was still smiling. “About ten the next morning.”

“Oh! I don’t want to know any more!” Gen was laughing so hard that she grabbed her stomach. “But it does bring down your per-hour rate quite a bit if the date lasted sixteen hours.”

He laughed. “Well, she did pay an exorbitant sum, and it was for charity.”

“So it was a charity—” She couldn’t finish the term.

Lord Severn shook his head, though he was still grinning. “Not at all. Our commitment to services for refugees might have brought us together, but mutual attraction ensured that we were not divided.”

Gen laughed again. “That’s a nice way to put it.”

“I’m a nice man.”

“I’ve heard a lot about what kind of man you are, Lord Severn, but ‘nice’ has never come up.”

“Call me Arthur, not Lord Severn. What tosh. And don’t believe everything you read on the internet.”

The car coasted to a stop in front of Gen’s place, a terraced house attached in a long row to the other houses that solidly lined the street. Delicate iron bars covered the dark windows. A bare bulb shone a glaring light above the white-painted front door and touched the red brick of the three-story building in the night.

“Home sweet home,” Gen said. “Thanks for the ride.”

She started to get out of the car, pushing open the door and trying to find the sidewalk with her foot, but Lord Severn was already out of the car. He appeared right beside her, offering her his hand one more time.

Politeness and fear scuffled in her stomach.

Gen tried to take his outstretched hand. She really did. She let go of the back of the seat and tried to move her hand forward, but it stopped in the air. Her hand fell straight down onto the soft leather of the seat. “I’m fine. Thanks, anyway.”

Lord Severn dropped his hand, but in the wan glow of the dome light inside the black town car, Gen saw his smile turn soft. He backed up. “I’m right here if you need a hand.”

Gen struggled her way out of the car into the cold, night air. Her high heels scraped on the sidewalk and slipped, but she saved herself. Lord Severn’s hand hovered in the air when she bobbled, but he didn’t touch her.

She stumbled up the sidewalk to her house with Lord Severn trailing behind her. “You don’t have to come in if you don’t want to. I’ll be fine.”

“It’s quite all right. I’m worried about the state you’re in.” His hand grazed her elbow, turning her to face him. “I meant what I said before.”

“About what? King Charles the Second being your homeboy?”

“About not molesting you. I would never force myself on a woman. I abhor the thought.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t.” She thought no such thing.

“I just want to see you inside.”

Gen slid the key into the lock and jiggled the stiff lock. “Oh, all right. But I’m fine.”

Lord Severn put his hands in his pockets.

Gen’s key grated in the lock. The door knob wasn’t an antique and distinguished like the one on her office door at Lincoln’s Inn. This set was just as mundane as the building around it. Decades of dust had settled in the mechanism, making it hard to turn. She forced the key.

The lock clicked, and Gen pushed her front door open. Inside the vestibule, which was about the size of her closet-office, she set her keys in the empty bowl on the little table so she could find them the next morning.

Lord Severn followed her inside and waited.

She pushed open the next door, which led directly into the kitchen. Gen and her mother had just remodeled the kitchen a few years ago with stainless steel appliances and bamboo counters on two walls. Four tomato-red melamine chairs clustered around a small table of light wood over on the side wall.

With the two of them in there, the tiny kitchen almost felt a little crowded.

Gen said, “I’m inside. You can go now.”

He nodded. “What’s through there?”

“Just the reception room that leads out to the garden.”

“Can I see it?”

He shouldn’t be invading this far into her house. Her neighbors would talk, and his delicious smell would get all over her stuff. “Um, sure.”

She led him through the door and stopped in the middle of the room. They hadn’t redecorated in there yet, and it looked like they had jumped back in time to the nineteen-fifties. Chintz and ruffles wrapped all the furniture and draped over every available surface. French china stuffed a hutch in the corner. Her mother had shipped the blue rose-painted dishes from England to Texas and then back after Gen’s father had died. A thick blanket was folded on the back of the couch.

Lord Severn glanced around the living room.

Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, also called “The Right Hottie Lord Severn” by the press, was impossibly standing in Gen’s apartment. Any red-blooded woman would have grabbed him by his shirt and kissed those lush lips until his gray eyes closed and his strong arms wrapped around her and carried her to the bedroom.

Gen bet that many women had done exactly that.

An impulse to also do exactly that seized her.

For the first time in months, Gen felt a wanting, a warmth, that made her feel stupid and excited at the same time.

Damn, it was like mind control. It was like she could smell his high-status-male hormones and wanted to jump him.

His cologne was scented with cinnamon and warm wood smoke.

Maybe that was the actual smell of money.

Gen glanced around her little house like she was seeing it for the first time. “Yes, I know. Nine hundred square feet that looks like it was decorated by a little old lady.”

“I think it’s perfectly respectable.”

Gen said, “It’s my mother’s house.”

“Does she live here, too?”

“No.” She stared straight at him, unwilling to say more.

He gestured to a door on the other wall that led to the stairway. “Are the bedrooms upstairs?”

“Yeah, but I don’t think that’s appropriate.” Under her feet, the floor slanted and she stumbled, grabbing the wall.

Lord Severn sauntered over to stand beside her, but he didn’t touch her, just stood there with his hands outstretched in case she fell. “I want to make sure you’re settled for the night.”

Gen sighed, “I’m fine. Time for you to go, Lord Severn.”

“Arthur,” he said. “When we can be informal, call me Arthur.”

“It seems unprofessional.”

“I’m begging you to.”

She looked at him, trying to focus her bleary eyes on the right angle of his jaw and those stunning silvery eyes. “Why?”

“Why not?” Lord Severn, Arthur, retracted his hand. “All right. My work here is done. Sleep well.” He began to turn but looked back at her. His silvery eyes weren’t sad exactly, nor wary, but there was a softness to them. He said, “Lock the door after I’m out. You can’t be too safe these days, what with letting strange men into your apartment and all.”

Her jaw dropped. “But you insisted!”

“Still, can’t be too careful.”

He walked out the door, his hands in his pockets, and Gen watched out the kitchen window as he walked towards his car. His butt was just the right amount of round in his snug jeans as he strolled down the short sidewalk. Just grabbably round.

The driver got out of the car to try to open his door, but he waved her off. Her slow walk and quick retreat suggested that they went through that charade often.

Lord Severn, Arthur, was just a nice guy, making sure that she got home safely.

Yeah. Right.

















Visiting Momma







Early the next morning at the nursing home, Gen pushed open the door from the hallway to a small bedroom. Medical smells clogged the air of the room, irritating Gen’s tender stomach. She rarely drank that much, and being this hungover was an altogether new experience.

No more whiskey after beer. Never again.

In the small bed in the corner of the room, a frail woman stared at the ceiling. Her gray hair was matted to her head, not dirty, just flattened bedhead because she never left the bed.

When Gen had been a child, her mother had loved or pretended to love helium balloons. Every time Gen got one, her mother confiscated it and tied the string around her own wrist, miming for hours that the balloon was pulling her hand into the air and almost lifting her off her feet if she stopped paying attention to it. The play-acting had made Gen laugh for so many years, all the way through the teenage times.

Now, IV bags leading to her mother’s arms hovered over the bed like those balloons. Gen’s heart broke some more.

“Momma,” Gen said in her strongest Texas accent. “Momma? I’m here for a while.”

The woman in the bed melted, the tension leaving her arms and body.

Gen went and sat in the chair beside the bed and took out her phone. “I can’t read for long this morning, momma. I’ve got a case to argue later this morning at work. Octavia has me cross-examining and giving arguments right from the get-go, far more than Horace did. I loved Horace Lindsey, absolutely adored him, but being Octavia’s pupil is trial-by-fire. Don’t you worry, though. We’ll get through at least a chapter before I have to go.”

Gen began reading from a new mystery that she had downloaded a few days before.

The stroke which had incapacitated her mother six months before had been the massive, hemorrhagic kind. A blood clot had lodged in a vein in her mother’s skull, and the blood vessel had blown apart. Gen had gotten a call at work from their next door neighbor, Esme, who had said that her mother had fainted in the garden. When Gen had arrived at the hospital, the doctors had said it was a miracle that her mother had survived at all.

They kept using that word, miracle.

Her mother’s life—lying in a bed for six months, alternately shaking and sweating, grunting and groaning, unable to tell them if she was in pain, her blue eyes uncomprehending and staring at the walls or tracking things that were not there—did not seem like a miracle.

It seemed like she was in Hell.

Gen prayed for a real miracle.

She knew better than to pray for her mother to recover. The doctors had been imaging her brain and had seen no recovery, despite the physical therapy that the assistants were trying.

Every night, Gen prayed hard that a miracle would come in the form of enough money to keep her mother in this better nursing home here in London where Gen could visit her every day.

The administrators had first assigned her mother to a different nursing home, one much farther away and beyond the suburbs of London. Gen hadn’t been able to visit during the week, only on weekends. It had taken three hours to take the tube to the suburb and hire a cab to take her to the nursing home.

Plus, that first nursing home had had something wrong with it. 

Things were better, now, but they were far more expensive.

Her mother had little equity in the Islington house that she had bought when she moved back to the United Kingdom.

The health care facilitator had demanded to know where the thirty thousand pounds that had been in her mother’s bank accounts two years ago had gone, so Gen had had to admit to the woman that her mother had loaned it to her to pay for the bar course over a year before her stroke.

The woman had demanded the money be put back in her mother’s accounts immediately, which was impossible. The tuition to the college had already been paid. The woman then said that Gen could “top up” her mother’s monthly nursing home allowance so she could be moved to the more expensive home in the city.

So Gen was doing that.

The office was paying Gen only a pitiful stipend during her pupillage. She couldn’t pay the money back to her mother’s accounts until she obtained tenancy in the chambers.

If she were offered tenancy.

She was one of six pupil barristers competing for exactly one job.

If she didn’t get the job, she had few options.

There was a year-long solicitor’s course that she could take to become the other kind of lawyer, but it cost even more money that she didn’t have. Plus, she wouldn’t be paid for that year she was taking yet another course, and then she would have to do a solicitor pupillage for a pittance, again. It would be over two years before she started earning money in any amount if she did that.

Hanging out her own shingle as a barrister wasn’t an option. Barristers who don’t work in an approved chambers are severely limited by the Bar Council in what they are allowed to do. She wouldn’t make enough money to pay her mother back that way.

She was too chubby and horse-faced to dance on tables, so that was straight out.

Nope, she had to survive the barrister pupillage and win the job or else her mother was going to be sent back to the other nursing home.

So Gen would do that.

Gen opened the book. “It takes place in America, Momma. Here we go. ‘Angel Day focused the black tunnel of her gun sight and crosshairs on the man holding the shotgun, ready to shoot him.’”

















The Girlfriend Tactic







“We have a problem,” Octavia Hawkes said.

Gen fidgeted in her chair, which had been placed squarely in front of Octavia Hawkes’s huge desk like Gen was a naughty schoolgirl brought before the headmistress. Hawkes had called Gen into the meeting as soon as she had arrived.

Octavia’s lips had contracted into the red dot of anger on her face, frightening to behold.

Beside Gen, Lord Severn, Arthur, lounged in his chair, his long legs stretched out. He had been ushered into Octavia Hawkes’s office right after Gen had and not glanced at her when he sat down. Instead of the jeans from last night, he wore a navy blue suit, and a whiff of soap and warm-spiced cologne had puffed from him to Gen.

The man smelled like cinnamon rolls, cleanliness, and sheer male power. No wonder women wanted to lick him.

He examined the end of his dark blue tie and dropped it to flop on his hard stomach.

Wow.

To be any more unconcerned, Lord Severn, Arthur, would have had to light a cigarette and sip a shaken martini.

Damn it. Gen needed to pick one of those names and run with it. Constantly brain-stuttering “Lord Severn, Arthur,” was driving her crazy.

She fidgeted on the hard chair, gripping the edges of the wooden seat, trying not to look like she had been caught out of bed after lights-out.

Octavia Hawkes spun her laptop around so that Gen and Lord Severn, Arthur, could see what she had been looking at. “What the living hell is this?”

Of course, her screen showed that damned picture of Lord Severn, Arthur, sprawled on the throne with the three women twining around him and that stupid drug dealer headline.

“I can explain.” Gen had no idea how she was going to finish that sentence.

Lord Severn asked, “What of it?”

Hawkes stood and strolled around her desk while she spoke to him. “Horace spoke to you, repeatedly, about the fact that your lifestyle,” she spat, “might jeopardize your case. If you are going to behave in such an undignified manner, your solicitor will need to retain another barrister. You need adult supervision, you adolescent wanker.”

“I assure you, I have no need to wank,” Lord Severn, Arthur, intoned with mock seriousness.

Octavia wound up for a verbal punch. “We don’t fight hopeless cases. I certainly don’t, and Gen needs court wins in her column before the tenancy decisions are made at the end of September. We aren’t Atticus fucking Finch, here.”

She meant the honorable lawyer from the novel To Kill A Mockingbird.

All lawyers know that book.

All lawyers have read that book and, at one point, were inspired by that book.

Most senior lawyers laugh at that book, Octavia included. Now, Octavia went to Sun Tzu’s The Art of War or Machiavelli’s The Prince for inspiration and quoted them liberally.

“Hmmm, Atticus fucking Finch,” Arthur Finch-Hatten said. “Good name. Good, strong name for an idealist.”

Gen spoke up, “I’m sure that if Lord Severn understands—”

“I understand perfectly,” he said. “I understand that I will live my life as I please, and you will fight my case to the best of your ability. The law and tradition are on my side. We will prevail.”

Hawkes leaned against the front of her desk and glared down at Lord Severn. “Judges and juries are capricious and unpredictable. You could very well scuttle this with an ill-timed indiscretion.” She sighed. “We could sue that gossip website. Perhaps a court injunction.”

“That would fuel the fire,” Lord Severn, Arthur, said. “They would report on the injunction and imply that it must all be fact.

Hawkes scowled at him as much as she could, which meant that the sides of her mouth turned down around the surgical filler in her cheeks. Her forehead between her eyes didn’t move at all, remaining Botox-smooth. She said, “You’re close to the royal family. Can’t their connections run interference with the press for you?”

He laughed. “They gave up on me years ago. Besides, it takes the spotlight off their downstream heirs if I’m caught behaving badly. I wouldn’t be surprised if the official palace photographer is the one following me around and feeding these photographs to the tabloid sites.”

“Libel?” Hawkes asked. “Defamation? Damages?”

Gen said, “The pictures back up their statements pretty well.” She asked Lord Severn, Arthur, “They aren’t photoshopped, are they?”

Lord Severn shook his head, and his dark hair fell over his forehead. “All genuine.”

“Damn it,” Hawkes muttered. “You must stop giving them ammunition.”

Gen backed her up. “You can’t get drunk and let them take pictures anymore, Lord Severn.”

“Arthur, not Lord Severn.”

Octavia’s eyelids flared open, which meant that she was trying to raise her eyebrows at this breach of etiquette.

He flipped his fingers in the air. “I wasn’t that drunk.”

Gen said, “You were falling all over the place. And you can’t do drugs, especially not in public.”

“There are no photographs of me with drugs because I used none. I had a few cocktails, vodka and soda. What were you drinking last night?” he asked Gen.

Octavia Hawkes turned her over-waxed eyebrows toward Gen, but her face didn’t move. Her lips remained contracted into an angry, red dot.

Gen admitted, “Stout. Then whiskey.”

He said, “Wrong order. That’s dangerous. Do be careful. There might not be such a harmless man such as myself around, next time.”

“You were with him last night?” Hawkes glared at Gen, turning to stand between her and Lord Severn.

“No,” Gen said, raising her hands, palms out. “No way. I was here, in the office, working. I put in billable hours.”

Octavia didn’t open her teeth when she spoke. “Then to what is Lord Severn referring?”

Behind Hawkes, Lord Severn, Arthur, was smirking. Seriously?

Gen said, “I needed a ride home from the office last night, and Lord Severn happened to be in the area and provided it.”

Lord Severn interjected, “Arthur.”

Hawkes frowned harder. “Why didn’t you rein him in while you were about it?”

“The damage had already been done. The photo was already on the gossip sites. I found it last night while I was still here.”

Hawkes’s tone was acidic. “Maybe you can prevent the problem next time instead of going drinking with him afterward to celebrate.”

“I didn’t go drinking with Lord Severn!” Gen protested.

“Arthur!”

“Irrelevant,” Octavia said. “How are you going to prevent this kind of thing from happening again? How are you going to prevent it tonight?”

Gen quailed. “I—I guess I could follow him around and keep an eye on him instead of working here. That’s better than hitting refresh on the computer all night to see whether a photographer has already snapped an incriminating picture of him. You said yourself that he needs adult supervision. I’m an adult.”

That last part might have been a little more bitter than Gen had intended, but dang it, that whole night had been one anxiety-fueled refresh after another.

Octavia Hawkes leaned toward Gen. “And how do you plan to do that?”

Think-think-think-think-think.

Gen looked over Hawkes’s shoulder at Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, the glorious scion of the British Empire—glamorous and gorgeous and strong and tall—who was silently laughing at her inability to keep him from destroying his life and her career.

Her hands clenched into fists. Gen said, “I just won’t let him put himself in undesirable positions.”

Lord Severn, Arthur, chuckled. “Good luck with that.”

Time to rope that steer and hogtie at least three of his legs.

Gen lifted her chin. “We’ll put it out there that I’m his new girlfriend. I’ll stay with him every waking hour, and he’ll stay with me. He’s been caught by a woman, and so it’s perfectly logical if he isn’t drinking and whoring his way across London anymore. I will be his supervising adult.”

Lord Severn stood and towered over both of them, panic widening his silvery eyes. “Wait a minute—”

“And if you don’t behave—” Gen stood up, braced her hands on her hips, and stared nearly straight into his gorgeous, shimmering eyes. She almost melted but she sure as Hell didn’t let herself get all gooey, “—then you can find yourself some new barristers, new ones who aren’t tenants in these chambers. You can start all the Hell over with someone else.”

Octavia Hawkes’s head snapped up, and her overly plush lips stretched into a grin. “I think that’s an exceptional idea, Gen.”

Lord Severn straightened and smiled, smoothing his tie into his suit jacket. “It’s unethical for a barrister to date a client. You would surely never be offered tenancy and probably would be dismissed from chambers.”

Octavia chuckled and dismissed the problem with a wave of her hand. “I’ll take care of that. Don’t you worry about it all,” she told Gen. “Just a few, well-placed whispers in the right ears will ensure that it’s seen that you’re taking one for the proverbial team. Indeed, it will increase your chances to receive a tenancy offer.”

Gen turned back to Lord Severn, Arthur, and sucked in a fortifying breath. “So, what do you say? Am I your girlfriend, whom you’re going to pretend to be head-over-heels for and spend every waking minute with, or are you going to call your solicitors and tell them to find someone else to fight your case? Someone whom Horace didn’t recommend?”

Lord Severn didn’t seem distressed by this development at all. Indeed, his face was utterly emotionless, and his silvery eyes turned icy. “So you’re to be my girlfriend in all ways?”

That asshole was trying to run her off.

“Hell, no,” Gen said, her Texas accent turning harsher than usual in her mouth. “You’ll give me no lip and keep your hands to yourself.”

“Or you’ll punch me, I imagine.” One side of his mouth curved up a little, but his eyes were still cold, even snakelike. He said, “If I indulge in a sham relationship, perhaps it will last longer than a month. And when is this charade to begin?”

Octavia butted in, “Immediately. You’ll pick Gen up from work, and you’ll see to it that she’s safely home when you’re ready to retire for the evening.” She grabbed Lord Severn’s elbow and pulled, turning him to look at her. “Gen is doing a pupillage, here. She gained a first-class degree at Oxford in law, and she did the European law track. She survived a grueling bar course and exam. She beat out four thousand applicants for one of three hundred pupillage spots and only one of six in these chambers. She needs to be on time for work, and she needs to be able to concentrate. Try to put your selfish appetites aside for once, and don’t scuttle her chances.”

“Ah,” Lord Severn said. “Well played, both of you.

“What?” Gen looked between the two of them.

His face was rigid like a Greek statue, like the marble almost ready to soften into flesh, but not quite.

Octavia was smiling. Her Botoxed forehead was still as smooth as a snake. She said, “I rather think so. Gen will be finished with work around five. I trust you can keep yourself out of trouble until then?”

Lord Severn looked down at Gen. “There is a private social engagement that I’m to attend tonight. If you are to pose as my girlfriend—” His voice was flat, unfeeling, but at least he hadn’t sneered that last word “—you’ll need appropriate clothes. I’ll have someone here at five for you.”

“I’ve got clothes, Lord Severn,” Gen protested.

Octavia’s eyes widened like she would have raised her eyebrows if she could have.

He didn’t look Gen up and down. If anything, his voice was gentler. “You’ll need different clothes. Someone will arrive for you at five. And if we are to indulge in such a charade, you must start calling me Arthur.”

He strode out of the room, not looking back. The office door smacked shut.

Gen sank into her chair. “I shouldn’t have suggested that. He’s going to ditch me or make me look like an idiot at this party. This was a terrible idea.”

Octavia shrugged and walked back around her desk. “It doesn’t much matter either way. If he does anything wrong, we will remove ourselves as his barristers, and little will have changed. If he doesn’t, you have a shot to win his case. It’s quite a win-win situation for you.”

“Do you think so?” Gen asked.

Octavia looked up, seriousness flickering in her brown eyes. “Chances are, we’re going to lose Lord Severn’s case. I don’t believe that he will be able to refrain from his debauchery for any length of time. This last effort will emphasize that we went to extraordinary measures to continue with his case. It’s just for show.”

“Oh.” Gen leaned back in her seat. “I’ll do my best, then, at this party-thing.”

Octavia pressed her lips together before she spoke, and her voice was lower when she said, “Use caution tonight. Sun Tzu said, ‘He who wishes to fight must first count the cost.’ Considering the clientele of this law firm and the circles that Lord Severn moves in, at least a few of our other clients and perhaps some of the solicitors who send business to us may also attend. To be frank, if you make a fool of yourself at that party and drive off clients from other barristers in chambers, you won’t get a tenancy offer.”

















USB







In a small bedroom within his apartment, Arthur jiggled a minuscule USB drive as he inserted it into a slot of a desktop computer. It was a tight fit, but he manipulated it in.

Afternoon sunlight shone into Arthur’s computer room through gauzy curtains hanging over the windows and French doors that led out to the rear balcony. Six floors below the terrace, London flowed over rolling hills down to the shining Thames River in the distance, a cubic carpeting of buildings and winter-dormant lawns.

A small, mostly white dog slept near Arthur’s feet, still rolled over on his back in case Arthur wanted to resume rubbing his belly.

Empty coffee cups littered the desk. He would take the cups back to the kitchen when he had a chance. The smoky scent of good coffee hung in the dark air. Even inhaling in that room could give someone a caffeine buzz.

Six computer screens were staggered over the desk and a shelf above it. On one, a new window popped open from the USB drive, listing files.

Thin curtains cut the sunlight’s glare, which Arthur preferred. Staring at the screens for hours sometimes gave him headaches. The monitors had been positioned so that the screens weren’t visible from the windows, even though the windows were thoroughly silvered to make them opaque to even the most sophisticated surveillance equipment.

He had only a few hours to work before he was to meet Gen for the evening’s charity soiree.

The two of them had cornered him. The barristers at Serle’s Court had been trying to curtail his lifestyle ever since the firm had taken his case. He’d gone through three different barristers, including poor Horace Lindsey, all of them haranguing him at every opportunity.

The pincer movement that morning had been technically beautiful, he had to admit. Arthur was quite the student of warfare tactics, though traditional military tactics were beyond what he usually studied.

Now, he had to spend hours every day with Gen Ward.

While most men would have been thrilled to spend hours of the day with the luscious Genevieve Ward, doing so without the prospect of seducing her would be torture.

Her body was all curves and softness, from her soft lips to her spectacular tits to the curving, lush globes of her ass. His hands felt empty even sitting there at his computer desk. He wanted to press her softness against himself and fill his hands and fingers with the flesh of her ass and long, curvy legs.

Arthur liked a nice ass on a woman.

A lot.

And tonight, he would stand beside Gen Ward for the evening, after she and Octavia Hawkes had outmaneuvered him, and try to do his damn job while Gen made every effort to ensure that he didn’t.

Once again, the first layer of his job would be to convince everyone that he was a drunken degenerate who was trying to convince them that he wasn’t one.

The deeper layers of his job were such that he couldn’t discuss them with anyone except through the reams of paperwork he produced each week.

Paperwork filled his days and his nights, shoving aside his actual work.

Every evening’s schedule was more tedious than the last. He would rather be at home with his dog, perhaps with his computer on his lap, taking down a government or two while he watched a movie.

Even that seemed hollow, sometimes.

Arthur refused to pity himself. He was a fantastically wealthy nobleman with a consuming life’s work, plus he had a dog. It was enough. It was far better than most people’s lot in life.

He bent and scratched the dog’s hairy tummy. The dog’s white tail thumped the ground, but he didn’t wake up.

Arthur leaned in to read the list of files on the tiny USB that had been glued to the thigh of one of the women on the previous night. Her body had been drop dead gorgeous, but the woman herself was a dead drop.

The list read like alphabet soup.

STUXNET MOD 17ar9b

GAUSS Build 68en093

FLAME ver y73mel1007

DuQu Mod wbpp638a

Just random letters, odd file names, and some version numbers. To the vast majority of people, the file names were meaningless drivel.

To Arthur, they meant chaos. They meant cities burning and protestors rioting.

He reached for his keyboard.

















Tea and Marriage Therapy 







Gen poured tea in a china cup and added sugar for Linnaeus Grover, a member of chambers who had recently taken silk, which meant that he had applied for and been accepted as Queen’s Counsel. It also meant that he was distinguished in his profession, could accept or refuse cases with impunity, and could charge truly exorbitant fees.

Grover’s clerk had been ecstatic when his boss had taken silk. He had sharpened all his pencils and called all the man’s solicitors, informing them of Grover’s happy announcement and his new fee structure.

Linnaeus accepted the tea from Gen and smiled at her, craning his neck upward. “And how are you this afternoon?”

“Very well, thank you.” No other comment was needed, Gen knew. “And yourself?”

“Quite well, quite well,” Linnaeus said, holding onto his suit coat’s lapel as if it were his new silk court robes.

Beside her, James Knightly asked Grover, “Biscuit, sir?”

Linnaeus patted his stomach as if he were about to refuse but then reached for the offered cookie and ate it anyway.

James Knightly said to Grover, “Such a shame about Fred Norquist’s marriage being on the rocks.” Fred was another of the pupil barristers competing with Gen and James to get the tenancy. “I heard that Fred and his wife are in couples counseling three evenings a week.”

Gen wanted to roll her eyes. Everything that James said reeked of ulterior motives.

“Good that he’s making a go at it,” Linnaeus replied.

“Yes, but such a shame,” James said. “Three evenings a week.”

“Quite a bit of time to put in when you’re a pupil barrister,” Linnaeus said.

Gen almost sighed with how easily James had gotten Linnaeus to agree with him that Fred was taking too much time off, but she knew better than to be so dang obvious.

Linnaeus Grover said, “Some people just can’t handle the demands of a career in the law.”

And there it was: the death knell of Fred Norquist’s career as a barrister.

Fred wouldn’t be getting a tenancy, not with one of the senior barristers holding the opinion that he couldn’t handle the demands of a law career. If Fred were lucky, he would get a third starvation-wage pupillage for six more months in another set of chambers where he might obtain tenancy.

If he didn’t get a third six, well, then he had very few options.

All it had taken to sabotage Fred’s chances was the wrong person finding out that he and his wife were in marriage counseling and using that against him.

Law chambers are snake pits, but they are full of lawyers. It was hardly surprising.

















Practicing







Gen’s black court robes hung in the corner of her tiny office. The hanger was hooked over a nail driven into the wall. Gen reached for them. The polyester fabric was smooth under her fingers as she took the flowing material off the hanger.

The robes were usually called a bar gown. If she were going to court, she would flip it around her shoulders so that the fabric draped around her like a loose jacket or a graduation gown, open in the front, and it hung precisely to her knees.

It had cost Gen over four thousand pounds for the set: the robes, a white powdered wig like she was living during the Revolutionary War, three shirts and collars, and six sets of the long, white tabs that hung down like a bow. Everything was second-hand. New robes and stuff would have cost half again as much, maybe twice.

But now, Gen twisted the robes into a thick bundle like a heavy arm, and she laid it over her shoulders.

It was just weight, not too heavy. It didn’t mean anything.

She looped the fabric behind her from her shoulder to her waist and pulled it against her back.

It still meant nothing. It was just weight.

She held it there until she started breathing normally, and finally, she did.

She kept doing that, wrapping it around her, pulling it snug against her and letting it brush her clothes and her skin, until her smile didn’t waver anymore, even if her hands still shook a little.

















Pick Me Up







At five o’clock, sharp, Gen was powering down her computer on her tiny pupil desk when Miriam, her clerk, called her on the office phone.

“Ms. Ward, you have a visitor.” Miriam’s voice was even and decorous, just like usual. Obviously, His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, hadn’t come in person to collect Gen.

Gen told her, “I’ll be right there.”

She tossed her necessities in her bag, grabbed her coat, and locked her office, twisting her new key in the shiny new set of locks that a man had come to install just that afternoon.

Octavia Hawkes called through her open office door, “Good luck tonight!”

Gen quailed and considered taking the back staircase so she could escape from the building, but she waved to Octavia as she left and walked through the corridors to the office waiting room.

There, Miriam stood, waiting with another woman.

The other woman’s dark pantsuit contrasted her short, gray hair. She smiled and extended her hand. Delicate veins ran along the back. “Good evening, Ms. Ward. I’m Pippa Coke, Lord Severn’s driver.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Gen shook her hand. The woman had a gentle handshake. “I remember you from last night.”

“Thank you, ma’am, and you needn’t call me ‘ma’am.’ Please call me Pippa.”

She smiled. “Thank you. Call me Gen?”

Pippa smiled and walked with her through the building and down the stairs to where the car was waiting.

And what a car it was.

Okay, so last night, Gen had been too wasted to notice that Lord Severn, Arthur, had poured her into a Bentley, and a midnight-blue, four-door Bentley at that. The back just had the discreet trunk ornament—a capital B with wings—and didn’t say the model, but Gen had been hanging around very rich barristers for almost a year. She knew a Continental Flying Spur when she saw it because it was one of very few models of Bentley she had not seen up close.

None of the very wealthy senior barristers in her tony, highly successful law office could afford a Continental Flying Spur.

Bentleys are very British cars, refined, seeming to shout I’ve made it! to the world in the politest way possible.

When the driver opened the rear-seat door, Gen glanced at her, unsure if the woman was holding the door for her. Pippa’s slight nod gave her permission.

All right, then.

Inside, the Bentley’s beige leather was velvety, and pale wood trimmed out the doors and dash up front.

The door latched shut beside Gen, and the city noise that she hadn’t even noticed out there stopped. The silence was so sudden that she felt like her ears were stopped up. She sniffed and breathed through her ears for a moment to try to clear them, but the car still insulated her from all sound.

Pippa opened the driver’s door.

London groaned and growled and whined like fighting ferrets.

When Pippa shut her door, it all stopped again.

Wow.

Pippa turned over the engine, and a slight hum fluttered under Gen’s feet through the deep, plush carpeting.

This thing sounded like it was even the twelve-cylinder model—the expensive upgraded engine for the truly wealthy—and it probably sounded like a snarling bear to anyone outside.

Damn.

Pippa informed Gen, “Lord Severn has arranged for you to meet his tailor at Selfridges. He wanted me to convey his apologies for not meeting you himself, but time is of the essence today.”

“Thank you?” Gen said, still unsure.

“Of course.” Pippa pulled into traffic with the easy confidence of someone driving a car that could accelerate like a roller coaster if she needed it to, and she drove them through the skyscrapers and building-lined streets of central London.

When Pippa pulled the car up to the side entrance of the city-block-sized department store that is Selfridges, a lanky man in a slim suit was waiting at the curb and opened Gen’s door. Traffic noise swarmed into the car. Hundreds of Ionic columns lined the five-story building that towered above her.

“Come!” the man holding the door ordered. “Out now, Ms. Ward!”

Pippa twisted around and told her, “That’s Graham. I’ll pick you up here when he calls.”

“All right.” Gen scooted out of the car and trotted after the man into the store and followed him up the escalator.

Way up the escalator.

Gen had never been that far up in the rarefied air at Selfridges before. She had always shopped on the lower, less expensive floors, and the escalator hummed under her feet as they rose through the floors into the ever-more-expensive areas.

The tailor whisked Gen through the designers’ areas and into a dressing room, tossing gown after gown over the changing room door at her.

Blue satin wrapped around her head, and she struggled to free herself, ripping out strands of her hair that caught in the tiny beads. A lot of the dresses had beads.

With absolutely no input from Gen, Graham decided that a scarlet silk sheath, beaded with thousands of silvery grains, best highlighted her coloring and flattered her figure, such as it was. His long examination down his nose told Gen exactly what he thought of her figure.

He also grabbed some sort of cast-iron underwear that he stuffed her into with a clinical, disinterested demeanor before he wound a dressmaker’s tape around her body like he was trussing her up to bake for Thanksgiving. The way that he handled her body felt mechanical, like he was pounding a dent out of her chassis and fine-tuning her engine’s timing before a parade.

Gen kept her panic about being manhandled under control during Graham’s disinterested, perfunctory procedure. He didn’t even look at her most of the time, either examining the overall effect he saw in the mirror or staring at the dressmaker’s tape and entering the numbers into his phone.

At the register, Gen reached her shaking hand into her purse for her wallet, not knowing how she was going to be able to afford to pay the bill for all those zeroes on the price tag.

Graham the tailor waved her off and told the clerk to put everything on his tab, including a small box of chocolates that he tucked in a bag for her. He winked and told her, “Lord Severn wants you to have a lovely time tonight.”

Well, that seemed nice of him.

Less than an hour after she left work, Gen was hustled back to the curb and the waiting car. Pippa drove her home to freshen up while Gen tried to figure out what had just happened.

Half an hour after that, Graham dropped off the dress that he had altered to just skim her curves that were uplifted and tucked and smoothed by the corset.

An hour after that, Gen locked her front door as the Bentley pulled up yet again. The insanely expensive car looked monstrous in this working class neighborhood, a noble lord striding among the peasants’ hovels. The sedan looked larger than some of the row houses that closely lined the streets, and the paint shone darkly in the moonlight that showered the roofs and fences. Light from the corner street lamp splashed a cold glare over the car’s rectangular grille.

Gen’s brand-new high-heels wobbled on the rough cement as she walked the few steps to the sidewalk, and she clutched the dress’s heavy fabric to hold the hem above her ankles. A small, matching purse dangled from her wrist, another surprise from Graham when he had delivered the altered dress.

She didn’t feel like a princess.

More like a vandalized statue.

Yet she needed to blend in at the party to keep an eye on Lord Severn, Arthur, so she bobbled on her high heels to the waiting car. She had worn her work coat over it, a modest but tailored beige trenchcoat, which kept her warm in the near-freezing night. The weather had turned colder that day.

This time, when Gen slid into the back seat while Pippa held the door, Lord Severn, Arthur, was waiting for her. She said, “Oh. Hi?”

He said, “Good evening,” and looked away, out the side window at the lit windows of the other houses across the narrow street.

Tonight, Lord Severn, Arthur, was wearing a suit-type tuxedo with a dark gray tie. Just as the dome light inside the car dimmed, Gen saw that the monochrome black and silver contrasted his eyes, and they looked pale baby blue.

He had thick, black eyelashes, too, the bastard. He really had won the genetic lottery: looks, a noble title, and untold wealth.

The man even smelled good. A trace of his cologne wafted through the car: spices and faint wood smoke.

Pippa slid into the driver’s seat and pulled the car away from the curb, driving through the affordable section of Islington. Gen hoped they wouldn’t get mugged in such an ostentatious car.

She started, “Um, thank you for the dress, and the shoes, and the purse, and everything.” She couldn’t quite bring herself to look at him anymore. Her brain might turn to goo from his gorgeousness, and he had spent thousands of pounds on the clothes she was wearing that evening. It was embarrassing. “I can pay you back.”

“It’s fine,” he said, still looking away.

“No, I will pay you back. I didn’t want to make a scene with Graham, but I don’t want you to pay for all this.”

He flipped his fingers, dismissing her thanks and her offer. “It’s quite all right. You would have been within your rights to bill me for them, so I’m merely avoiding the hassle and billing fees.”

She sucked in a shocked breath. “I wouldn’t.”

He turned slightly to look at her from the sides of his eyes. A streetlamp passing over the car flashed pale light over his face, illuminating his cheekbones and hard jaw. “You’re a barrister. Of course, you would have.”

“Just because I’m a barrister doesn’t mean that I don’t have scruples!”

“There are many professions where ethics matter less than results. The law is surely one of them.”

“Look, I know how a lot of lawyers operate. My boss, Octavia Hawkes, quotes Machiavelli so much that I think she’s going to launch a coup. I’m not like that. I won’t compromise what’s right.”

When he laughed, he leaned back against the car seat. “Practicing for your QC application already, are you?”

“I’m not. I believe that.”

“Perhaps, but you won’t for long. And if you didn’t bill me for the dress and your time tonight, Octavia Hawkes would.”

“I wouldn’t let her. I’d strike it out,” Gen insisted.

“We’ve already taken care of the dress. Bill me for the hours yourself so that you won’t get on the wrong side of your boss. I understand. I expect it.”

“I can’t believe that you think I would do such a thing!”

“I’ve dealt with many lawyers in my life. Many. You should do it.”

“You don’t know me well at all.”

“I’m pretty good at reading people.”

“You didn’t ‘read’ me very well yesterday morning. Or maybe that was just your arrogance, thinking that all women want to fall on their backs and hand you their panties.”

This time, he turned and looked straight at her. The inside of the car brightened as they sped through Knightsbridge, one of the poshest parts of London near Kensington Palace. Light shone out of the glass buildings and huge windows of the expensive apartment buildings, illuminating the street. He said, “I did misread you that afternoon, but I don’t think that about women.”

“Like Hell, you don’t. I know guys like you, arrogant and full of yourselves. Let me tell you one thing, buster: I’m not like that. So you can just stop thinking that you can charm my panties off and stop being mad because you can’t. I’m here because you can’t keep your panties on. If you acted like a damn adult, we wouldn’t be in this situation. Now you cowboy up and quit sulking.”

Lord Severn, Arthur, had listened in smoldering, angry silence, and his eyes narrowed. “You don’t know a damn thing about me.” The car slid to a stop, and he was out of his door before she could say boo. The door slammed, and air puffed through the car.

Arrogant son of a— She turned to get out of the car and wrestled the beaded dress, which was too tight around the thighs when she was sitting to move comfortably, even though it looked perfect when she was standing. She reached for the door handle and just got a fingernail on it before it was yanked out of her grasp.

The car door opened. Whooshes and crunches of city noise rushed into the car with the cold night air.

Lord Severn, Arthur, was standing on the sidewalk, holding the door. A smile curved his lush lips and danced in his silvery eyes.

He asked, “Shall we, darling?”

















First Party







Outside Gen’s car door, Lord Severn, Arthur, stood, slightly bent, with his hand extended to help her out of the car. Behind him, people crossed the sidewalk, most wearing business suits or work clothes under their winter coats, hurrying home late.

Gen touched Lord Severn’s, Arthur’s, large, warm hand to steady herself as she got out of the car, and he grasped her fingers as she stumbled when her heel caught in the hem of her dress once again.

Damn it. Someone should prevent her from wearing high heels. She was too tall for them. With these silly shoes on, she was over six feet tall.

Gen stood in front of Lord Severn, Arthur, on the sidewalk in front of the tall building, so near to him that warmth rolled out of his suit jacket and brushed the bare skin of her neck. She could have turned her head and kissed the soft spot on the underside of his chin. He was even taller than Gen was.

She stepped back and dropped his hand. Her fingers felt cold.

“Come now,” he said. “It’s time to go.”

Gen turned to take a gander at where they had ended up. She had been so distracted by arguing that she hadn’t been watching where they had been driving.

Downtown London rose all around them, the buildings taller and finer than where Gen lived in the Islington area. She knew this street. They were near the British Museum, the Regent’s Park, and not too far from Hyde Park in Soho. This part of town hosted the posh hotels for London’s rich visitors—foreign royalty, movie stars, and people with more money than sense.

The hotel that towered above them, the Langham Hotel, had been the first grand hotel in Europe. Gen’s mother had told her its story several times, beaming with British pride about it. When they had moved back to London, her mother had taken seventeen-year-old Gen around town to all the places where the rich people lived. Gen’s mother had been a solid middle-class Brit before she married Gen’s father, an exotic Texan from a far-off land, but she’d had a charity scholarship in a private boarding school where uppity people sent their spoiled children to be educated.

The Langham Hotel had always been one of their stops when they walked around London. Honey-colored blocks and creamy bricks rose many stories into the air. Every window—and there were many of them on the long and wide building—was arched as if it were a church. It was a kind of church, although it was devoted to the worship of money and prestige.

Lord Severn jutted his elbow at her again, offering her his arm rather than taking her hand.

She had been fine with holding onto him last night when he had helped her down the stairs. She should be fine with it this time.

Do it, dammit.

Gen looked up at the Langham Hotel and curled her fingers under his arm. She hoped that she sounded flippant when she said, “Are you taking me to a hotel for a reason?”

His warm smile was entirely at odds with his anger in the car. “The party tonight is in the grand ballroom and the courtyard garden.”

“Someone’s birthday?” she asked.

“It’s a benefit dinner and dance for a charity.”

“Probably something I’ve never heard of, some sort of esoteric, upper-crust dance company or classical music orchestra.”

“The Rainforest Alliance is an established charity that preserves wildlife and their habitats all over the world.”

Okay, so she might have heard of it. “Do you do these charity events often, or is this a new attempt to repair your reputation? I’m happy either way.”

“Often,” he said. “Several times a week, I eat rubbery chicken, mingle with snobby people, and throw money at good causes as fast as I can so that I may leave and do something fun.”

Ah. Gen had seen the pictures of his idea of “fun” in the tabloids.

She climbed the white, stone steps holding his arm, but they separated to push through the revolving door. He waited for her on the other side with his proffered arm.

Inside the hotel, the decor was refined, understated, and British. Most of the room was monochromatic like a silver nitrate black-and-white photograph from some earlier age when everyone had exquisite taste.

White-painted wood moulding trimmed the walls and was wedged into every available seam and corner of the walls that stretched several stories into the air. However, instead of traditional wooden trim around the doors, black-veined, white marble slabs had been cut into the shape of moulding to embellish the openings.

Towering columns crowding the huge room were carved from this zebra-striped stone. Meeting rooms and restaurants that adjoined the lobby were closed off by black wrought-iron doors backed with glass, airy and yet imposing at the same time. The chandeliers at the ceiling glowed like suns and dripped crystal that had subtle touches of burnished golden drops.

The whole place felt like only old money was welcome.

The only splashes of color in the hotel lobby were the enormous bouquets of fuchsia and white flowers in a few niches. Their flowery scent flowed across the floor, tickling Gen’s nose. Even nature was restrained from its usual, riotous expression.

Gen stopped, flummoxed as to where she should go.

Lord Severn laid his hand over her fingers that were still trapped in his elbow and gently pulled her forward.

They walked through the lobby and back to an enormous ballroom staged with white-covered tables. The three-story marble columns were alabaster and topped with pale gold finials, different than the ones in the lobby. The crowd milled around the tables, whirling and splashing among the furniture and through the doors like waves washing up around rocks.

As soon as they entered the doors, Lord Severn raised his hand in greeting and called out, “Hello, Bertrand! So nice to see you again.”

The man who must be Bertrand turned around—a willowy man in his sixties—and saw them. A grin widened on his wizened face and he walked over with his hand extended to shake. “Severn! I thought you weren’t going to make it!”

Wow, people did use Severn like it was Arthur’s name.

Probably stuck-up people, but whatever.

As he approached, Bertrand’s eyes strayed to Gen, and he glanced down to her toes and up to her eyes. His gaze lingered where her hand was tucked into Arthur’s elbow.

Bertrand’s gaze snapped up to Lord Severn’s, Arthur’s, face, and his grin widened further. “You old rascal. And who do we have here?”

Lord Severn shook Bertrand’s hand and then patted Gen’s fingers in the crook of his arm. “This is Genevieve, a close friend.” His arm loosened and allowed her fingers to slip free so she could shake Bertrand’s offered hand.

Bertrand’s smile seemed awfully sly. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet a close friend of Arthur’s. Most of his friends don’t make it past the two-week mark.”

“Pleasure to meet you, too,” Gen said, wary of what the hell he had meant. She was supposed to be posing as his girlfriend, but there seemed to be all kinds of subtext there. Was Lord Severn, Arthur, discreetly signaling to them that she was a prostitute or something?

They mingled some more. People seemed genuinely happy to see Lord Severn, not sniffy or anything. He must have a better reputation among the noble class than he did in the tabloids.

The third couple to whom he introduced her were Edward and Anne de Vere, the Earl and Countess of Oxford. Gen shook the Countess’s hand and said, “Very well tonight, ma’am. How do you do?”

Lord Severn, Arthur, slipped his arm around Gen’s back and rested his palm on her waist.

The warmth of his strong hand leeched through the thin silk of her dress, and his arm was firm across her back.

Gen’s bones froze and locked.

The smallest part of her, a part that almost felt foreign or long-forgotten, wanted to lean against his side and seek more of his warmth and firm flesh.

But far more of Gen’s body—her blood and bones—froze with fear.

The Countess was watching Gen’s face with worried eyes.

Through an act of will, Gen forced her fingers to break the fearful frost and open, letting the Countess’s hand drop.

The lady’s slim eyebrows rose, and she glanced down at her shorter husband, a moment of connection to ask his opinion, but he hadn’t seen and stared back, unblinking.

The Countess of Oxford asked Gen, “Are you quite all right, dear?”

“Yes,” Gen ground out. Her voice shook, and she staggered a step away from Lord Severn.

He dropped his arm and continued as if nothing were wrong. “Lord Oxford is an award-winning author. Sadly, fiction writing is beneath his station, so he must keep it a closely held secret, which means absolutely everyone knows.”

The Earl of Oxford beamed up at Lord Severn. “My scribblings are for my own amusement and my friends’ mockery.”

Lord Severn told Gen, “He is short-listed for every major prize in Europe this year, from the Booker to the Nobel.”

Lord Oxford laughed and turned away. “Oh, you cad.”

Lord Severn chuckled, and the diversion had given Gen enough time to breathe and laugh a little, too.

Damn it. She had practiced what to do if Lord Severn, Arthur, put his arm around her waist or shoulders by winding those court robes around herself, feeling what it would be like for him to reach around her and touch her so she would get used to it, but she had freaked out anyway.

Damn it.

She reached over and touched his hand, trying to apologize for looking like an idiot in front of his friends.

His fingers barely touched hers before he lifted his hand to gesture at someone standing over by the open doors that led to the garden. “Oh, Gen. There’s someone else whom I want you to meet. So nice seeing you, Edward, Anne. Come with me, Gen.”

Gen stumbled after him, still shaking.

He led her over to another couple standing just outside the doors. The cool night air blew in the doors as they walked out into the cobblestoned garden. Outside, instead of dining tables, a bar was set up near a dance floor. A string quartet played something soft and classical that Gen didn’t recognize. For her, the music from the two violins, the slightly larger violin, and the cello blended.

She said to him, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

Lord Severn said over her, “Nigel and Daria, may I introduce Genevieve Ward, a pupil barrister at Serle’s Court Barristers, and my close friend.”

A middle-aged couple stood there, their heads canted toward each other. Both of them smiled slightly crooked, British smiles.

The lady’s smile seemed amused because her eyebrows were slightly raised as she regarded Gen.

The gentleman inclined his head. “A close friend of Arthur’s? Exceptional. How do you do?”

“Oh, I’m fine,” Gen piped up. “I got a little flustered just now, but I’m fine.”

Neither one of them changed their somewhat kind and slightly interested expressions.

Arthur cleared his throat. “Gen, may I present Lord Nigel Appleby and Lady Daria Appleby, the Earl and Countess of Rosslyn.”

Gen brushed her palm over her hip to dry it and held out her hand. “Pleased to meetcha. This is quite a get-up, huh?”

Uh-oh. She’d gotten all rattled and reverted to speaking Texan. Well, shucks. It probably didn’t matter.

Lord Rosslyn said, “Yes, it certainly is an event.”

“It’s the first time I’ve been to a benefit for the Rainforest Alliance,” Gen said. “It’s really nice.”

“That’s a refreshing attitude,” Lady Rosslyn said. “These things can be dull.”

Lord Severn touched her elbow. “Gen, shall we get a drink? The bar is just over this way.”

“If you’ve been to a lot of benefit suppers,” Gen said to Lady Daria, “I suppose they might get old after a while. The hotel is really beautiful, right? All that marble, and those lovely chandeliers. I just can’t get over them.”

Lady Rosslyn said, “I thought them a bit overdone.”

Nigel inclined his head, and his bloodless lips thinned. “And who is your pupil master at Serle’s Court?”

“Octavia Hawkes,” Gen said. “I like her.”

“Hawkes is my barrister for the wealth management firm that I founded,” Lady Rosslyn said. “Do you work closely with her?”

“Oh, yes,” Gen said, nodding. Her hair, twisted up the back of her head, flopped in its pins. “We work on a lot of cases together.”

Lady Rosslyn smiled. “Oh, splendid.”

Lord Severn, Arthur, held her elbow this time. “Gen, let’s go get a drink. Nigel, Daria, pleased to see you again. Do drop by for a visit at Spencer House sometime. I’m there for weeks at a time, now. It was open for public tours during Christmas, so I stayed away.”

“Oh, that’s unfortunate. The National Trust demands so much for their pittance, even our homes at Christmas,” Lord Rosslyn said.

“Yes, I’ll only go out there for a few weekdays once visiting season begins in June.”

“Oh, quite,” Lord Rosslyn said. “Our country house is open to the public on weekends, too. It’s such a good idea to move into town for the summer.”

“I’m planning a few dinners for the spring, between visiting seasons. I’d be honored if you attended.”

“We’d be pleased to come.”

Lord Severn, Arthur, led Gen away.

At the bar, he asked what she wanted, which was “White wine?” He ordered a chardonnay for her.

“I don’t know what I’m doing here,” Gen told him. “I’m out of my league. I’m floundering. Lord Severn, you should take me home.”

“Call me Arthur. Someone may overhear you.”

He handed her the wine glass, a real glass glass, not a plastic fake-cup. Dang, they did everything upscale at these things.

He said, “Just breathe.”

“That’s the problem. When I breathe, I get enough air to say something stupid.”

Lord Severn, Arthur, chuckled. “I’ll smooth it over with them.”

“But they’re clients. Octavia specifically warned me not to say anything stupid around clients!”

He shrugged. “They were friends of my parents. That’s what the Spencer House invitation was about, reminding them of our connections.”

“I can’t have you doing that, Lord Severn,” she said, shaking her head.

“Arthur. Now we’re going to practice. Call me Arthur.”

“It seems wrong.”

His voice dropped to a deeper, darker tone. “Say my name, Arthur.”

Gen stared at her glass. “Arthur.”

“Again.”

“Arthur.”

“Say something else, and call me Arthur.”

“Arthur, I can’t let you put yourself out for me, Arthur.”

“Good girl.” His voice rose half an octave to what was still a deep voice for a man, but closer to his normal tone. “These little favors that we pay each other, these little social gives and takes, this is the way the world works.” Arthur received his drink from the bartender, something clear in a highball glass, and he clinked his glass against hers. “Salut.”

“My boss would like that. She’s got Machiavelli quotes framed in her office. It’s creepy. ‘The arms of others either fall from your back, or they weigh you down, or they bind you fast.’ That one is her screensaver on her laptop.”

He shrugged. “Machiavelli wrote The Prince as satire. Everything else he wrote was in favor of a free republic.”

“Do you think so? That was the prevailing argument during the Enlightenment, but Octavia quotes it like Gospel.”

He smirked. “Power-hungry dictators rarely see the humor in anything, let alone a work aimed directly at them.”

She laughed. “You say that like you know it’s a fact.”

“I’m a hereditary aristocrat and courtier who attended a boarding school for the children of oligarchs and deposed royalty. Some of my closest friends are power-hungry dictators.”

“Arthur, you slay me. I never know when you’re kidding.”

He laughed. “Perhaps I’m never kidding.”

“I can’t believe that.”

He glanced over her shoulder and into the crowd. The smile fell off his face. “My brother is here.”

Gen cracked up. “See? You’re hysterical. You’re kidding me right now.”

His jaw bulged where he clenched it. “He’s just seen us and is coming over. Don’t say anything because he’ll seize any opportunity to his advantage.” He raised his hand and grinned. “Christopher! Such a surprise to see you.”

The man who walked over to the bar was nearly as tall as Arthur was, but he had faded auburn hair and sharper features. He was still handsome as all heck, but he was a paler, slighter version of his brother. “Hello, Arthur. Fancy meeting you here.”

So this was Christopher Finch-Hatten, the plaintiff—the British say claimant—the guy who was suing the wayward Earl for his inheritance.

He didn’t look all that much like Arthur.

His eyes, though. Gen took a long look at the man’s eyes. Christopher had the same pale, silvery eyes as Arthur did. Perhaps they were a little less steel-blue than Arthur’s were, a little more dreary-day gray, but he had the same dark lashes and slightly almond shape that looked so sexy on Arthur.

Gen had to stop thinking things like that about her client.

Arthur said to Christopher, “I thought we divvied up the charities better than this.”

“Yes, it’s a pity that we had to run into each other, but Duchess Maria Shrewsbury is one of my patients.” He turned to Gen. “I’m a physician, you know. I’ve made something of myself and done something with my life, unlike my waste of a brother, here.”

Gen fell back on platitudes. “A pleasure to meet you, I’m sure.”

Christopher winked at her. “Yes, I’m sure, too. You seem like a nice girl. Why don’t we have a drink rather than you wasting your time with Arthur? He’ll break your heart after he’s fucked you once or twice.”

Sweet baby Jesus, Christopher was talking that way to her when she was supposed to be Arthur’s date.

Gen looked up at Arthur, expecting him to be livid, but his smile hadn’t changed. Arthur did sigh before he asked, “Is your lovely wife here, Christopher?”

Wife?

Oh, hell, no.

Gen lowered her eyebrows at Christopher.

“No, she’s not,” Christopher said, frowning that Arthur had played dirty at their little game. “Is this woman one of the three tarts in the picture with you last night? Is this the one who provides you with your cocaine?”

Arthur glanced across the garden and raised his glass to someone. “I see Maria over by the shrimp bowls. Has the duchess had melanoma, then, and that’s why she retained your services?”

“Privileged,” Christopher said, obviously pleased with himself at his privileged, personal information about the duchess, “but she has never been ill a day in her life.”

Arthur turned to Gen. “That means the duchess had extensive amounts of cosmetic surgery, not skin cancer.”

“Now, now!” Christopher said. “I said nothing of the sort.”

“Of course not, Chrissy,” Arthur said.Christopher

Christopher’s tone grew more serious. “See here, now, Arthur. I’ve asked you not to call me that.”

“I use that name in memory of our mother, who called you that when you were in your infancy,” Arthur said, his tone light and amused.

Christopher frowned, his colorless eyes narrowed. “I don’t remember that at all.”

Arthur glanced at him. “Of course you don’t, but I remember them.”

This was a family spat, and Gen didn’t need to be there. She started to step back, but Arthur grabbed her fingers to keep her there.

Christopher said, “I don’t need to remember them. I had a perfectly respectable English home with Aunt Jayne and Uncle Peter here in England. I’m not some Swiss usurper, rolling in and snatching up titles from real Englishmen.”

Arthur smiled at Christopher. His tone was convivial, even complimentary. “Yes, you’re the one saving England, aren’t you?”

“I’m saving one human life at a time,” Christopher snarled, his eyes narrowing. “I devote much of my time to charity, taking on pro bono cases from poor immigrants from the East End and flying around the world to help people in poverty such—”

“—That you spoiled earls will never know,” Arthur finished with him. “Yes, yes. I heard it at your wedding reception and every award ceremony for you that I have ever attended.” His jovial tone didn’t seem angry at all, more like he was indulging in an often-repeated joke.

Wow. Gen would have decked Christopher for saying something like that to her. Her fist closed like she still might punch him. Second sons of earls shouldn’t mess with Texans.

The crowd was flowing past them from the garden back into the ballroom.

Arthur said, “I believe they are seating for dinner. Do keep yourself out of trouble, Christopher, and give my love to Jacquetta and the girls, won’t you?”

He led Gen off among the tables.

Arthur found their name tags on seats right up near the hostess’s table. He greeted Duchess Somerset warmly and kissed both her tucked cheeks. Gen had been hanging around Octavia Hawkes long enough to be able to list the fillers and injectables that the duchess must be utilizing to stay so smoothly ageless, but she seemed like a nice lady.

Their table had a tall placard in the middle of the bouquet that read Platinum Circle. When she glanced at the back of the room, Christopher Finch-Hatten was seated near the wall, and his bouquet didn’t have a sign on it.

Gen leaned over and whispered to Arthur, “Were you an actor or something?”

He shook his head and raised an eyebrow at her. “Never had a taste for it. Why?”

“I would have punched somebody who said that kind of stuff, family or not. Maybe especially family.”

He chuckled. “I considered punching him when he came on to you. Other than that, he says things like that all the time. No use getting one’s feathers ruffled over it.”

“You certainly have a talent for acting. I would have believed everything you said to him.”

Arthur looked off over the crowd in the ballroom. “I wouldn’t have.”

Supper turned out to be a choice of vegetarian, salmon, pheasant, or prime rib, not rubbery chicken at all. Arthur had the roasted butternut squash salad, she noted, and ate the greens and slices of barbecued vegetarian meat-like substance.

Gen had the prime rib, rare. She didn’t get prime rib very often, or ever, actually. The last time she had had prime rib had been at her mother’s birthday dinner in Texas the year before her father had died.

The meat melted when she cut it with her fork and on her tongue, releasing roasted juices. She chewed every bite slowly, savoring it.

At the dinner, Gen asked Arthur about the Rainforest Alliance, and he brightened when he talked about it. His silvery eyes sparkled more as he discussed acreage of Amazonian and other rainforests saved by the charity, just by buying it up rather than fighting with governments.

“You sound really enthused,” she told him, “like this is really important to you.”

“Me? Heavens, no,” he chuckled. “I attend these charity balls and buy overpriced auction lots merely to prove my scant worth as a human being and save my immortal soul.”

She laughed. “At least some good comes out of it.”

“I prefer to do charitable work with some hands-on time.” Arthur leaned his elbow on the table and ducked his head as he whispered, “Did I ever tell you about the time that I was a kitten socializer at a humane society?”

Gen couldn’t imagine Lord Severn, the notorious slacker, voluntarily playing with kittens. “Were you really?”

He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I think some friends may have taken some pictures.”

There was even a video—played silently because they were in the center of a packed charity dinner—where Arthur was laughing his head off while tiny balls of fluff climbed up his shirt and perched on his shoulder. A black puff of silk fuzz rubbed its wee face on his ear and cheek while he shook with giggles.

Gen asked him, “So how many women fall for this B.S. and sleep with you?”

“A surprising number, considering how easy this was,” Arthur replied, one eyebrow dipping as if he were mystified. He confided to her, “I should do one with puppies.”

She laughed, and they joked for the rest of the dinner.

One of the stories he told ended with, “And there I was, trussed up like a mummy, hanging upside-down from a bridge in Budapest. I must have looked like a bat because villagers, actual villagers, were coming across the bridge, pointing and shouting, ‘Vampyre!’ They spelled it with a ‘y.’ You could hear the ‘y’ by the way they said it.”

His stories all ended with him nearly murdered due to a misunderstanding or naked in public.

She cracked up at every single one of them.

Arthur could be absolutely charming when he wasn’t accusing her of inflating billable hours or educating her on the legal system of Britain.

He laughed at a stupid thing that she said about legal maneuvering, his silvery eyes flashing as he rocked back in his chair.

Yes, he could be absolutely charming.

She had the sugared strawberries for dessert, slicing the dark, sweet fruit into quarters and practically purring with happiness as she ate them. Gen liked chocolate, sure, but sweet, ripe strawberries were the food of the gods.

Arthur watched her as she ate them. “You like the strawberries?”

“Oh, my God, yes,” she groaned, sucking another scarlet berry into her mouth and letting the juice wash over her tongue.

Arthur nodded and went back to his dish of melons and cheese.

The dishes were cleared away, and the string quartet out in the garden area struck up a waltz. Some of the pretty couples got up to dance, the women wearing vibrant dresses that must be couture and the men in tailored, dark tuxedos. Within seconds, they were whirling and waltzing over the dance floor.

She watched the gem-toned gowns and sharp suits move, trying not to look wistful.

Beside her, Arthur stood and opened his hand to her. “Shall we?”

Gen blinked. “Shall we what?”

He asked, “There’s dancing. Would you care to dance?”

Outside, the upper-class lords and ladies spun and stepped neatly around the small courtyard. “I don’t know how to dance like that.”

“Come on. I’ll lead.” Arthur picked up her hand from the table, holding her fingertips gently in his, and tugged her a little. He grinned.

Arthur had such a devilish, carefree smile and they had been having so much fun talking that Gen found herself smiling back at him and standing, even though she had no idea how to dance like those guys.

He led her through the crowd, their fingertips still touching.

Oh, no.

No-no-no-no-no.

Gen knew how people waltzed. She’d seen it a billion times on TV and in movies.

And yet it was only just then—as her high-heeled pumps wobbled over the rough cobblestones and they were nearly at the smooth surface of the dance floor surrounded by flame-topped heaters—that she realized, if she waltzed with him, he was going to have his arms and hands all over her, and she would be shoved up against him.

Nuh-uh. She was out.

Gen turned back toward the blazing lights of the hotel ballroom and whipped her hand away from his.

“Gen!” Arthur called.

Nope. Not going to happen.

Gen trotted away, weaving through the thick crowd that was streaming toward the music wafting through the air and the night sky. Fairy lights were strung over the garden, though larger lights illuminated the space and cast sharp shadows on the block wall surrounding them.

“Gen!” Footsteps clattered behind her, and Arthur dodged in front of her. “Wait.”

“I’m just not comfortable with it.”

“I know,” he said gently.

“And I certainly don’t want to talk about it.”

“I wouldn’t ask. I also won’t grab you or grope you. It’ll be just a nice, calm dance.”

Over by the bar, Arthur’s brother Christopher was watching them, his pale eyes almost white in the distance.

She couldn’t make a scene. Christopher would use it somehow, if only to needle Arthur.

She said, “It’ll be weird.”

“It won’t.” Arthur was standing closer to her now, and he touched her fingertips again. “It’ll be quick. If we’re seen dancing a bit, we can make our farewells and leave.”

Gen dithered. Leaving the party sounded great. “What are you planning to do afterward? Have some fun?”

Yes, her tone was sarcastic.

“No. I’m going home for the night.” He raised his hands and wagged his head, grinning. “It’s after midnight. I had a full day of picking out a suit to wear. I’ll drop you off at your place and head back to my apartment.”

“Promise?” she asked him, her hands on her hips.

He raised a hand. “On my honor.”

Gen totally did not know how to interpret that one. Instead of confronting him, she admitted, “I’m a little shpilkes about dancing.”

“I understand.”

“I don’t think you do.”

“I think I do understand,” he said. In the twinkling glow from the fairy lights, his eyes looked pale baby blue. “I dated a Catholic girl once,” he said. “She went to a Catholic boarding school in France instead of the Swiss one that I attended. When we danced, she said that we should ‘leave room for the Holy Ghost between us.’ I thought it an amusing statement.”

“Okay,” Gen said.

“And I assure you, I would never clutch a woman or fling her around. At that Swiss school, they did teach us to dance gently.”

Arthur was really serious about this dancing thing. Really serious. He had promised to go home soon afterward, so if she did this, maybe she wouldn’t have to worry about him for the rest of the night.

And she was in desperate need of some shut-eye. Drinking with Lee and Rose last night had been rough. That very morning had been rougher. Far rougher. She hadn’t been hung over like that since university.

She could go home and sleep.

Gen said, “Okay.”

Arthur smiled and turned back to the dance floor. Gen followed.

From across the garden, Christopher watched them walking back toward the dance floor. His colorless eyes didn’t leave them the whole time. Gen finally looked away to follow Arthur through the crowd.

Arthur stood near the fringe of the dance floor, away from the crush near the center.

Gen stepped up close enough and looked up at his eyes.

He held up one hand. “Take my hand.”

She lifted her right hand and gingerly set her palm in his. The flesh on her arm shivered.

He pointed to his other shoulder. “And here.”

She rested her left hand on his shoulder.

He took his hand off her waist for a moment and adjusted the placement of her hand on his shoulder, which seemed odd but not threatening in any way.

“All right,” he said. “Shall we?”

They were so far apart that her arm was nearly straight, and Gen was a tall girl.

He had indeed left room for the Holy Ghost.

And maybe a small elephant.

Arthur raised his other hand. “Ready?”

He was going to touch her body, her torso, practically her skin under the red silk and beads.

Get it over with.

Gen nodded.

Arthur slowly brought his hand around and rested his palm and fingers on her waist. His touch was so light that it hardly moved the silk of her dress, but the warmth from his hand filtered through the thin cloth to her skin.

He asked, “All right?”

She nodded because her throat was so tight that she couldn’t speak.

“One, two-three,” Arthur said, and he guided her hand as he moved into the waltz.

Gen had not been demurring when she had claimed not to know how to waltz. She really didn’t, but Arthur kept their steps small so when she bobbled, she wasn’t far off track. Within a few moments, she glided more easily with him, which meant that the possibility of colliding with his strong chest and ending up with his arms caging her was fading away.

A few moments after that, she relaxed a little more.

“Good?” he asked.

“Yes, better,” she said.

“Good.” He looked over her head. “Bentley?”

Gen wondered if there were a car back there.

Behind her, a man’s voice asked, “May I cut in?”

Arthur looked back to Gen, his blue eyes serious. “They’re friends of my parents. They just want a moment of our time. Are you all right with this?”

Arthur stepped to the side so she could see the couple he meant.

The man was quite a bit older than she was, maybe around sixty. The gentleman had black hair salted with gray and dark eyes, nice-looking and trim.

The woman had silver and gold hair drawn up in a complicated knot on the back of her head and a polite smile. She was probably a few years younger than her husband, perhaps mid-forties, but the filler in her cheeks and her oddly smooth forehead made her look just around forty. In her form-fitting dress, she looked like she might be a runner.

Arthur assured Gen, “It’s just for a moment.”

Her mouth went dry, but she managed to stammer, “All right.”

Arthur’s hand left her waist. Using their joined hands, he spun Gen in a little circle and handed her off to the man, Bentley, who took her hand very gently in his and barely touched her waist.

Maybe it was because Bentley was so much older than she was, over twice her age, or maybe it was because he was about the same height she was, or maybe it was the way he stood far back from her, almost as far as his arms could have reached, but after a few moments of figuring out where to put her feet, Gen relaxed.

Bentley smiled at her. Their eyes were just about level. He said, “So you’re the ‘close friend’ of Arthur’s whom we’ve been hearing about tonight. So pleased to finally make your acquaintance.”

“Um, thanks. So you knew Arthur’s parents?”

“Yes, they were friends of ours for years. So you’re an American?”

“I’m a British citizen, but I grew up in the States.”

“Lovely. Such an interesting accent.”

He sounded as if he might mean that. “Um, thanks?”

“I’ve always liked a Western US accent. So firm. Ah, here come my better half and Arthur. Lovely to meet you, Gen. Hope you’re having a good evening.”

“Thank you? Nice to meet you, too?” Gen fretted that she had been stupid.

Bentley’s hand left her waist, and he guided her back toward Arthur, who switched Bentley’s wife back to him.

Arthur said, “Lovely to see you, too, Elizabeth. Yes, I’ll ring tomorrow.”

Gen moved back into Arthur’s arms, and again, he barely rested his hand against her side and held her other hand.

She said, “That was weird.”

“Oh, no. It’s done all the time. Very nice that you got to meet Bentley. He’s grand.”

“Sure. Why is it important that I meet your parents’ friends?”

Arthur ducked his head and whispered near her ear. His breath floated over her neck, warm from his lips just an inch from her skin. “If you’re to pose as my girlfriend, it makes sense that I would introduce you around.”

“Haven’t you had girlfriends before?”

“I’ve always been casual in my relationships. None of them lasted more than a month. It’s more fun for everyone that way.”

“Hit and run, huh?” she quipped.

He laughed. “So to speak.”

The dance finished, and Arthur led her off the dance floor. Her whole body sagged with relief when he dropped his hand off her waist.

Arthur glanced back, maybe feeling her deep sigh, but he didn’t say anything.

At the bar, he ordered her another chardonnay in a real glass-glass and another vodka tonic for himself. They talked for just a little while longer, until Gen said, “So, we were going to call it a night?”

Arthur looked over her head. “Yes. I think we should.” He broke a path through the crowd for her, nodding and saying goodbyes to the people he had introduced her to, and they made for the door.

Gen had drunk several glasses of water with dinner and a few glasses of wine on top of those. “I’m going to stop at the little girls’ room on the way out.”

“Of course.” Arthur discreetly waggled his finger toward a set of doors over on the side. “I’ll be at the bar.”

“Because of course, you will.”

“Because of course, I will,” he agreed with her, laughing.

Gen made for the doors, used the facilities, and was washing her hands when Elizabeth, the woman who had cut in while she and Arthur were dancing, came into the ladies’ room. “Oh, hi!”

The woman stood at the next sink over and unnecessarily smoothed her perfect gold and silver hair back into her French twist. Her smile seemed kind and amused. “So, you’re involved with our Arthur.”

Just a babysitter. Gen said, “A little. Kind of.”

“He’s quite a lad, our Arthur,” Elizabeth said.

In the colloquial sense, that meant that Arthur was quite a player. Yeah, this was not news to Gen. “Sure.”

“I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt,” Elizabeth said.

“I won’t, but thanks.” Gen knew better than to have any feelings for a guy like Arthur.

“I feel I should warn you off. Dating our Arthur could be dangerous.”

She seemed so sincere that Gen felt like she should come clean that she was just keeping Arthur from making a fool out of himself for a month or so until his case settled. “It really is casual. I think we’re just having a good time.”

“Well, don’t let it interfere with anything.” Elizabeth touched up her lipstick with more dark rose color.

“Like what?”

“Heavens, I wouldn’t know. You never know what that boy is up to.” Elizabeth’s dark eyes slid sideways, and she looked at Gen through the mirror. Her voice sounded kind when she said, “I wouldn’t want a nice girl like you to get hurt.”

Gen shrugged. “Okay, thanks. But there’s really nothing between us, long-term.”

“Glad to hear it, dear. Lovely meeting you.” Elizabeth smiled at Gen and walked out.

Wow, if even his parents’ old friends were warning her off, Arthur might be even worse than she thought.

Maybe something even worse than her girlfriends, Lee and Rose, had warned her about.

Maybe even worse than the tabloids had reported.

She chuckled at that. It was indeed a good thing that she wasn’t really dating Arthur. Losing her heart to such a cad could only lead to heartbreak.

Gen glided out of the bathroom, secure in her knowledge that she was doing the right thing by protecting her heart, and looked for Arthur.

In the thick crowd, black tuxedos eclipsed flares of bright colors as the people shifted and mingled. The chaos of color disoriented Gen for a minute, and she squinted to look over the top of the kaleidoscopic hues to find him.

She finally saw Arthur over by the bar, standing with one elbow resting on the wood and holding a drink in his other hand. His easy posture and gentle smile looked like he was watching something soothing, maybe a sunset, but his brother Christopher was standing right in front of him.

Ruddy anger contorted Christopher’s face, and the tendons in his neck stood out like ropes. From across the room, it looked like Christopher was speaking loudly, on the verge of shouting.

People standing around Christopher and Arthur shrank back and looked at each other, trying to figure out how to respond to this very un-British display.

Arthur rattled the ice in his glass, sipped, and then cracked a grin and said something to Christopher with one eyebrow raised.

Christopher shrank as if Arthur had decked him and slunk away into the crowd.

As the crowd began to turn away and fill in the space that had bloomed around the two men, Arthur turned and saw Gen standing by the bathrooms. He raised his glass to signal her and sauntered through the crowd toward her.

Damn. Gen wished she could be that cool in court when things got heated. Arthur was the dang Ice King.

She should ask him how he did that.

















Polish Her Up







Gen waited up against the wall, fidgeting with her little purse and trying to straighten her red silk dress weighed down all those sand-sized beads while Arthur made his way across the room to her.

He dodged one last older gentleman, drained the last of what was probably yet another vodka tonic, and set the glass on the tray of a passing waiter in one, smooth move. In that impeccable British accent of his, Arthur asked, “Shall we blow this popsicle stand?”

Gen asked him, “Are you okay?”

“As right as rain.” He offered her his elbow. “And as illuminated as a light bulb.”

Gen laughed. “It’s a good thing you’re not driving, then.”

“Pippa is quite aware of how indispensable she is. If you give her any more notions of grandeur, she’ll insist that I hold the door for her. Now, away to the car.”

Arthur walked perfectly steadily, even providing a steady support for Gen when her heel slipped on the steps.

She asked, “How many vodka tonics did you have?”

“Lost count.”

“More than five?”

He laughed. “I had more than five before dinner.”

And then several more afterward with her. “That many?”

“Of course.”

“No wonder you only ate salad.”

“I’m a vegetarian most of the time,” he whispered. “Eating low on the food chain-type of thing. I don’t advertise it.”

“You sure don’t look it.”

“And how would you know how I look?”

Oh, God. What had she said? “I totally wouldn’t. Never mind that I said that.”

“It’s forgotten. Or I’m having an alcoholic blackout. I can’t tell which. Ask me tomorrow.”

“I can’t imagine how many calories you drank. I count every calorie I eat, even breath mints.”

“I burn it off in other ways.” He winked at her and then raised his hands, laughing. “I’m sorry. I forgot our arrangement. I’m not being a cad. Well, I was. But I’ve stopped.”

“My God,” Gen said. “You’re a drunken, randy English nobleman named Arthur.”

“I am not. I am pure as the driven snow on the Alps in Gstaad.” The Bentley rolled to a stop at the curb, and Arthur jogged around and held the car door open for her. “Besides, I was named that before my mother knew I was a drunken degenerate.”

He shut her door and jogged around the car to get in the other side.

Gen mused aloud, “The only thing worse would have been if you had been named Austin.”

Arthur laughed harder. “Oh, but Austin Powers was a spy. I can’t imagine having a real job and such. Sometimes, I wish I were a spy like Austin Powers or James Bond, even though being an MI6 intelligence officer is very different in real life than is portrayed by those fictional characters. Fewer car chases and diabolical villains. No secret island strongholds at all. More paperwork. So much more paperwork. More memorizing minutiae of who is at what party thrown by whom to report to one’s masters. Mostly dinner parties where diplomats become sloppy after a few drinks and divulge indiscretions, especially around Christmas. Christmas is truly the busy season. But I’m merely an idle nobleman with no redeeming qualities.” He smiled. “Certainly not a spy.”

She laughed at his slightly drunken ramblings. “Oh, Arthur. You’ve got redeeming qualities.”

“If I had any, Christopher’s lawsuit wouldn’t have gotten this far.”

In the back seat of the dark car, driving through London, she slipped her hand under his arm. “I think you’re funny.”

“I think you’re the only one.”

“Elizabeth and Bentley seemed to like you.”

He looked at her from the corners of his eyes. “Where did you hear her name?”

“You said it when we changed partners while we were dancing.”

“Ah.” He leaned back in his seat.

“Is she the ‘Elizabeth’ whom I was supposed to call if you die? Friends of your parents?”

“Yes. She is Elizabeth, but you can talk to anyone who answers that number.”

“They seemed fond of you.”

“Did Bentley say something while you were dancing?”

“Not much, but I saw Elizabeth in the ladies’ room. She kept calling you ‘our Arthur.’ I got the feeling that she likes you, even if she does think you party too much.”

Arthur had turned in his seat while she spoke, and he leaned toward her. A streetlight passing over the car shone sallow light into the car, and the irises of his eyes were almost clear except for a dark ring around his wide, dark pupils. “You spoke with Elizabeth?”

“Yes, she thinks you’re going to break my heart and leave me shattered. It’s a good thing I’m just your barrister, huh?”

Arthur was leaning close to Gen, and he wasn’t smiling. His handsome face had fallen into perfectly serious, very sober lines, almost like he had had nothing to drink at all. “Tell me what she said, her actual words.”

“She said that dating you could be dangerous and that she didn’t want a nice girl like me to get hurt.”

Arthur leaned back, and he was kind of looking down at her sideways. “Those were her words?”

“Yeah. Something like that.”

“Well.” Arthur poured himself a vodka from the mini-bar in the car. “That’s altogether different now, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Gen said.

“Shall we take you home?” Arthur asked. “Pippa, are we on our way to Islington?”

The woman in the front seat said, “Yes, sir.”

“Excellent.”

“Home at a somewhat decent hour.” Gen took her phone from her purse and checked it. “One A.M., anyway. At least I don’t have anything at work until ten. I had a client cancel an appointment.”

“Oh?” Arthur asked. “Why is that?”

Gen sighed. “Horace had a very posh client list, and Octavia Hawkes’s is, if anything, even more so. Very upper-class. Even in the low-level cases that I’ve been assigned, no one wants to work with me. I’m too American, too uncouth, and too amateur. Even Horace kept saying that I needed to be more British. I keep trying to work on my accent, but it never comes out right.”

Arthur patted her hand that was still tucked in the crook of his arm. She was almost getting used to him touching her like that.

Almost. Her arm still felt like spiders were running up her skin.

Arthur sipped his drink. “I hesitate to mention this, but Horace liked you, and I liked Horace. Some little things that might be beneficial to you in your profession and might help you retain some of those clients can be learned rather easily.”

Gen paused. “Like what?”

“Oh, just some mannerisms. Inconsequential things. Subliminal things that will put people at ease.”

“So like elocution lessons? I looked into those.”

“Your Western American accent is the least of your worries. Some people will find it charming, and it makes you seem industrious and a little dangerous, always good qualities in one’s barrister.”

“You’re going to make me into a lady?”

“Let’s say I can make a few introductions, a few recommendations. Polish you up a bit.”

“Like what?”

“It hardly bears saying,” he said.

“No, seriously. Like what?”

He sighed. “The British are unflaggingly polite and do not enumerate faults nor prescribe actions for people. Perhaps I could nudge you in the right direction or make suggestions.”

Another streetlight shone yellow glare through the back windshield, and the light dawned on Gen. “Just like that, right?”

“Yes, just like that.”

“You’re not going to put a book on my head and have me parade around in front of you, are you?”

“Splendid idea.” Even in the dim light from the other cars’ headlights and the tall buildings’ bright windows, Gen could see Arthur’s comic leer.

“Oh, Lord!” She started to pull her hand away from his arm.

Arthur patted her fingers around his biceps and laughed. “My plan was that I should observe you in court or around your offices, perhaps offer some advice. We are supposed to be dating. It would be perfectly natural if I attended some of your court appearances as moral support or took you to lunch. It would ease your job as dogwatcher. It would be a very English courtship, take you to certain events, be seen in the correct places, and make connections with the right people.”

She smiled at him. “And you are very English, aren’t you?”

He chuckled. “I am more English than the princes of the realm, who until the current generation were far more Hanoverian Germans than English, at least genetically. Thank heavens for Princess Di and Duchess Kate for infusing some Englishness into our royal family.”

“Oh, my. Not that anyone would say such a thing,” Gen laughed.

Arthur laughed, too. “My bloodlines include both sides of the War of the Roses, the Scottish kings, and go back to the Anglos and the Saxons. I’m as British as King Arthur of Camelot and as English as the OED.”

“King Arthur, huh? Maybe you should be on the throne.”

He shuddered extravagantly. “God forbid, and a few centuries ago, that statement would have gotten us both killed. I’m far happier as just a wastrel earl, spending my estate as quickly as possible. I have earned my nickname, the Earl of Givesnofucks. I shan’t lose it easily.”

“Oh, my word. How am I supposed to defend you if everyone calls you that?”

“It’s just a few friends, not the general public. Hopefully, you’ll never have to meet them because if you do, it means that something has gone horribly, terribly wrong.”

“Are those the two guys that I’m supposed to call if you’re in jail? What’re their names?”

“Casimir and Maxence, and yes, those two. Max and I had to go intervene with Caz just a few months ago, although we couldn’t help the poor bugger.”

“Was he in jail?”

“No, but he got a life sentence.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Married. The poor bloke got married.”

“Oh, well, you’re in no danger of anything awful like that happening to you. You’ve even got me as a fake girlfriend now to fend off any matrimonial-minded women. Only the one-night ladettes will have any interest in you, now.”

He straightened as if a light bulb of wonder had lit over his head. “This deception keeps getting better and better.”

“Pleased to be of service, your highness.”

“Ah, ah, ah. I’m only an earl, not a member of the royal family. The correct term of address is My Lord, Your Lordship, or Lord Severn. When I’m not about, you call me His Lordship. And we’ve started polishing you up already.”

“This could be less painful than I’d thought.”

“I can be positively delightful when I’m of a mind. Shall I observe you in court tomorrow?”

“You might make me nervous if you tell me things while I’m trying to work. I have to really concentrate when I’m in court because of the games that barristers play.”

“You mean like working certain words into your arguments?”

So he remembered what she had said during their first meeting. “In this case, I meant the real games, head games, where they try to out-argue you about everything.”

“I shall only watch, and then we shall adjourn to a private dinner afterward to discuss the notes.”

“That sounds okay.” It sounded pretty nice.

“Splendid, and here we are at your house.” The car rolled to a gentle stop in front of Gen’s mother’s house. Arthur held out his hand to shake. “Thank you for a lovely evening, Genevieve. I shall see you on the morrow in court. Don’t be surprised if I just slip in.”

“Okay! I’ll see you tomorrow!”

Gen practically skipped up the short sidewalk to her house except that she was still being careful on those fragile high heels.

Everything was looking up. Without even rolling over on her back and spreading her legs, Gen had tamed the wild Earl of Severn.

Arthur was really a sweet guy, in many ways. It was really great of him to offer to “polish her up,” and he hadn’t made a drunken fool of himself tonight and offered clickbait to the paparazzi at all.

If he didn’t feed the trolls, she could win his case, and he was going to make her more amenable to the firm’s higher class of clientele, too. This would help her in her quest for tenancy. She would be able to pay her mother’s nursing home bills.

Everything was going to be fine.

Gen locked her front door behind herself, cleaned up, hung the ridiculous, overpriced dress on a hanger for the night, and wrapped herself in a quilt to sleep on the downstairs sofa.

She slept well.

Better than she had in months.

Things were going to be all right.

The next morning when Gen got to the office, she flipped open her laptop.

The internet search for “Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten OR Earl Severn AND gossip” refreshed itself.

A new picture appeared at the top of the queue.

Oh, God, no.

Gen stared at the screen, unable and then unwilling to believe what she was seeing.

The date on the pictures was for the night before, and it sure as Hell wasn’t at the Rainforest Alliance dinner. From the darkness in the background and the women’s glittery pasties on their boobs, it looked like he had gone to a strip club.

She picked up her cell phone to call His Lordship Arthur fucking Finch-Hatten.

















Needed Tonight







Arthur sat in the rear seat of the car, sipping his soda water, and watched Gen teeter happily up the sidewalk to the cozy house that she used to share with her mother before her mother’s stroke six months before. Tragic, that. Reading about it in her background check had horrified him. She hadn’t mentioned it yet, so he hadn’t, either.

She went into the terraced house and closed the door. The door jiggled in the light from the bare bulb on the landing when she locked it.

Good.

Just one lock? He would call his lock man to add more locks to the doors and windows tomorrow. Perhaps an alarm system.

Pippa pulled the car away from the curb and drove toward downtown London. She asked, “Where should we go?”

“Find a place to park for a moment, if you would?” Arthur pulled his phone out of his pocket.

Pippa found a small parking area behind a shop, took a look around, and stepped out of the car. Yes, she knew the drill.

Arthur dialed a number on his phone that was not in the contact list.

A woman answered, “Yes.”

Not hello.

Not her name nor his, though surely she had recognized the number.

Arthur could imagine lamplight glimmering on her silver and golden-streaked hair.

“What the Hell were you doing in the ladies’ room with her?” he asked.

“We had a nice chat,” the woman said. Her upper-crust British accent softened with each sentence, sliding toward French-like sibilance.

“That’s not what she said.”

“She seemed fine, not distressed.”

“Only because she didn’t realize what you were saying. She thinks that you were warning her that I would break her heart.”

The woman laughed, a high, tinkling sound. She finally said, “How amusing.”

“I don’t find it amusing in the slightest.”

“She’s in no danger from us, dear heart. You know that.”

Arthur hated that nickname and the history behind it, but he was British, so he gave no indication of it. “She has no need to know such things.”

“That’s true.”

“Then why would you be sending cryptic messages to such a girl?”

“She’s distracting you, dear heart.”

“This lawsuit is distracting me.” Arthur knew better than to suggest that something might be done about it. He wasn’t a monster.

She said, “You shouldn’t allow yourself to be distracted.”

“I’m not. Not really.”

“Excellent. You’re needed tonight.”

He listened to the details, hung up, and tapped the window for Pippa to get back into the car.

She glanced through the rearview mirror at him, her gray eyebrows raised.

Arthur said, “Luton.”

Pippa navigated the car out of the car park and back into the snarling London traffic.

















Come to Jesus







Gen held her cell phone in her hand and started into Arthur the second that he said, “Hello? Gen?” in that maddening, drowsy voice of his.

She yelled, “What in the seven Hells do you think that you’re doing?”

A rustling sound, like sheets being adjusted, rumbled through the line. “Sleeping.”

“How in the Hell did you get to Paris and then get photographed in a strip club after you dropped me off at home last night ?”

“I didn’t want to keep you out late. You had to work in the morning.”

“I swear to God, Arthur. Paris. A strip club in Paris. I swear to God that I will drop you and your case like you’re an armadillo with leprosy.”

“That’s a pleasant image.”

“How did you get to Paris and back so fast?”

“I have a plane,” he said.

“You had to have filed a flight plan. Is that why you wanted to leave the charity thing early? So you could go get smashed with hookers in Paris?”

“I hadn’t planned to go to Paris. It was a whim. I can leave within an hour of calling. Also, they were strippers, not hookers.”

“Arthur, why, oh why, did you go carousing last night?”

“I was bored. I needed a diversion.”

“From what? What on Earth could be so terrible about your charmed life of charity balls and sports and working out and traveling on a perpetual vacation that you of all people need a diversion?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“It is my business. Everything about you is my business because I agreed to take on your case and especially since I put my career on the line by pretending to be your damn girlfriend!”

“You’re certainly acting like a real girlfriend. Can’t a guy go to one strip club?”

“I don’t care that you went there. I don’t care why you went there. I care that your picture is on five different gossip websites with a French stripper who’s sticking her tongue in your ear!”

“Five? That’s rather more than I had thought.”

“Yes, five, you son of a bitch!”

“Now, now. Such language. If we’re going to polish you up—”

“You’re not going to ‘polish me up’ because I am going to walk into Octavia Hawkes’s office right now and tell her that I can’t handle you. I will tell her that she has to defend your case because it’s far too complex for a mediocre, stupid baby barrister such as myself!”

“That doesn’t sound like it will help your chances for tenancy much.”

“Losing your case will murder my chances for tenancy!”

“Hawkes is thinking about applying for the silk, isn’t she?”

Gen wanted to reach through the phone and strangle that arsehole. “So what if she is applying to be Queen’s Council? She’s brilliant. She’s worked hard her whole life. She deserves it.”

“And she’s giving you her unwinnable cases because she knows they’re unwinnable and needs to get her stats up. In addition, she doesn’t want to argue my case before a judge who might be giving her a recommendation.”

But that wasn’t how it had happened. “The Head Clerk gave me your case, not Hawkes.”

“Are you telling me that your Head Clerk had no guidance from the more senior barristers? That no one sought to sway his judgment?”

“Her judgment, and I’m sure that it was all on the up-and-up.” Except that even caramel macchiatos had been legal tender for the crime of bribery of Celestia Alen-Buckley that afternoon, but Gen hadn’t known it.

Arthur said, “Your boss is sabotaging you.”

“She is not, and even if she is, she’s my pupil mistress. I’ll take her hopeless cases for her, and then she’ll make sure I get a tenancy offer in return.”

“Has she said that?”

“Well, no.”

“Then it’s not a binding contract, and it wouldn’t be even if she had said it.”

“It’s never a binding contract. It’s not in writing. And who’s the damn attorney here, anyway?”

“I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“Then stop fucking around and making it impossible to win your case!”

A moment of silence over the phone. “Score one for you.”

“Hell, yes, ‘score one for me.’ I mean it. This is your come-to-Jesus moment, you drunken degenerate. If you don’t stop going out, getting hammered, and ending up in the tabloids as nothing more than a joke about being a waste of oxygen, I swear to God that you and your solicitor can find a new barrister to argue your case!”

“You can’t do that, you know.”

“I can and I will!” Gen fumed.

Arthur said, “Cab rank rule.”

His deep voice sounded ridiculously, infuriatingly smug. She snarled, “How do you even know about that!”

“My uncle is a barrister.”

“I thought Christopher lived with him, not you.”

“Everyone stayed at Spencer House for the holidays until I was nine. After that, Caz and I often went home with Max for holidays. Sometimes we went to Caz’s place. Not often.”

Dear Lord, Arthur hadn’t had a home to go to for Christmas or Easter vacation from boarding school. Gen raised one fist in frustration. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Caz and Max are my family.”

“They don’t even live here.”

“But they would be here if I needed them, in a heartbeat.”

“As soon as someone thought to call them, and as soon as someone managed to get ahold of them.”

“Well, yes, but they would almost certainly arrive just one heartbeat after that.”

She didn’t have the heart to argue with him. “I’m sure they would.”

“But, back to the cab rank rule, you can’t dump my case on someone else, and I think that Hawkes wouldn’t take it from you.”

“Maybe not in theory, but it’s done in practice all the damn time.”

“Then we’re at an impasse.”

“We’re not! I’m dumping you!”

“You sound more and more like a real girlfriend all the time. I thought we had a lovely time last night.”

“Not lovely enough to keep you from heading out to a strip club afterward!”

“That’s different,” he said.

“It’s totally not different. Seriously, you can’t do this anymore. If Hawkes finds out, I don’t know what I’ll tell her. It’s time for you to get right with Jesus—”

“That’s the second time you’ve mentioned Jesus in the last few minutes.”

“If I thought a baptizing would reform you, I would hold your head under the water in a river myself.”

“Luckily, I was baptized as an infant, so I won’t be in danger of drowning.”

“Ugh. You Episcopalians are weird. Seriously, Arthur. Never, ever again. Got it?”

“Yes, I am chastised. I understand the ramifications.” The sheets rustled again.

A terrible thought wormed into Gen’s head. “You’re at home, right?”

“Yes, I’m in my own bed.”

Gen did not want to ask this one, either. “And alone, right?”

“I never bring women back to my apartment or to Spencer House. The fuss in the morning is distressing.”

“Well, there’s that, at least,” she sighed.

“I’ll see you this afternoon,” Arthur said, “in court.”

“You mean to polish me up, right? You didn’t get arrested last night, did you?”

He chuckled, a low, dark sound. “No, I wasn’t arrested last night. Yes, to polish you up.”

















The Dom/sub Judge







That afternoon in court, Gen was cross-examining a witness in what had to be the dullest court case, ever. Octavia was supposed to be lead litigator on this case and in all cases because Gen was only a pupil barrister, but Octavia was sitting up perfectly straight in her chair and wearing large sunglasses because she was asleep. She hadn’t even dropped her pen, but the pen had left a black squiggle on the yellow legal pad as her arm had dropped a few inches.

Gen was making good progress on the court case, citing perfectly relevant cases in all her arguments and retorting to all the witnesses, when a paper sailed over her shoulder.

The note read, in Arthur’s neat, block handwriting, THE JUDGE IS FUCKING THE BAILIFF, AND THE BAILIFF IS DECIDING HIS CASES. JUDGE IS THE SUB. BAILIFF IS THE DOM. BAILIFF WILL TELL THE JUDGE HOW TO RULE. DUMB IT DOWN. PLAY TO THE BAILIFF.

She glanced back at him and mouthed, Are you kidding me?

Arthur shook his head, the sunlight glinting on his black hair and hard cheekbones. No, he was not kidding.

Gen spent the rest of the case playing to common sense and emotions. The bailiff, a sturdy, tattooed man with a wide, leather belt, nodded when she scored those kinds of points.

Sure enough, when the judge retired to consider the case and write his verdict, the bailiff trotted into his chambers after him, already unbuckling his belt.

Arthur winked at Gen, and she won the case.

Later, over a quiet dinner in a restaurant with snowy china and sparkling crystal wine glasses, she asked him, “How did you know?”

“Body language,” Arthur said, laughing. “Every time the bailiff became bored with testimony or arguments, the judge started showing nervous tics, fiddling with pens and such, and watching the bailiff instead of listening to you and your learned opponent.”

Learned opponent. Gen chuckled. Arthur had picked up the lawyer lingo fast.

He said, “I would lay odds that the bailiff punishes the judge for boredom in the courtroom and instructs the judge to rule against the more boring barrister.”

“Would he do such a thing?”

“Unless the sub uses a safeword, some Doms can do just about anything. That’s why subs have safewords because they have the ultimate power to stop. Otherwise, it’s just abuse.”

“Good Lord,” Gen said, “and this was a motion to decide which court would hear a complaint by a bank against one of its investors for late-submitted documentation. I’ll bet that judge has welts tonight.”

Arthur smirked, “Chances are, he’s loving every minute of it.”

















Chambers High Tea







The sun shone in the long windows of the best conference room while Gen poured tea for the senior barristers of chambers. Steam curled from the fragile china cup as the tea spun into it.

James Knightly sidled up to her. “Have you heard that Nigel Hancock’s girlfriend is in the family way?”

“Yes, James,” Gen said, adding a lump of sugar into Octavia’s piping hot tea and watching it dissolve. “Everyone has. From you. For days.”

“I’m taking up a collection for a baby gift,” he said.

She stirred the tea. “I’ll just bet that you are.”

“I was thinking a pram,” James said, “for when they take long morning walks in the park with the new baby.”

“Just quit harping on it,” Gen said. “Anyone would think you have baby fever yourself.”

















A Stalker and Lebanese







A few hours later, when Gen was ready to leave chambers for the day, she texted Arthur so he could pick her up. She was waiting on the curb in the dark winter night when Pippa drove up in the Bentley.

As the car coasted to a stop, the back door opened while the car was still moving. Arthur stepped out, walking, from the moving car.

“Hey!” Gen called. “Hey, look. We should probably—”

Arthur walked right by her, his unbuttoned suit jacket fluttering as he strode by.

“I’m right here!” she called after him.

She was just turning around to go after him when Arthur grabbed a man three steps behind her by the lapels of the guy’s coat and drove him back against a wall. Arthur snarled, “Who are you?”

The guy had his hands up by his shoulders. A gray-streaked beard covered his ruddy cheeks. “What the bloody hell are you doing?”

“You’ve been following her for two days.”

“No, I have not!”

Arthur spoke quietly, quickly, “You drive a faded red banger, a Saab, about ten years old.”

The guy stuttered and glared at Arthur. “How did you know that?”

“Because you are shit at surveillance. Who employs you?”

Arthur’s low, intense voice was far scarier than if he had been screaming. Gen stood back and clutched her briefcase to her chest.

“None of your business!” The guy squirmed, trying to fight, but Arthur held him fast against the wall.

“It’s Christopher, isn’t it? Christopher Finch-Hatten is paying you.”

The guy’s arms flailed, slapping and punching at Arthur, but Arthur blocked the guy’s arms and grabbed his wrists.

He said, “I asked who was paying you.”

The guy’s dark eyes widened, and he was nearly hyperventilating. “I do not know that name. I am not a private investigator.”

“You’re shit at lying, too. If I see you following her again, I’ll ring the police for stalking and sort you out in the meantime.”

Arthur shoved the man hard against the wall and let him go. He walked back to the car where Gen was standing, frozen.

He told her, “Get in the car.”

Gen looked behind Arthur, but the guy was scurrying down the sidewalk toward a dirty red Saab.

She got into the car and asked Pippa, “Does he do that often?”

The driver shook her head. “Not to speak of.”

“Oh, okay.” That was a negative, right?

Arthur got in the other side of the car, and Pippa pulled the car into the thick, London traffic on the left side of the street.

Arthur turned to her. “About court today—”

“Who was that guy?” Gen demanded.

Arthur shrugged. “A private detective, I think, and terrible at his job. I imagine he was hoping for compromising photographs.”

“Why did you do that?”

“So he would leave you alone.”

“You can’t run around and threaten people like that! What if he calls the police?”

Arthur smiled. “I’m sure it won’t come to that. Now, about court today—”

Gen shook out her hands, trying to shake the crazy away. “Fine. Fine. You win. We won’t talk about the guy you threatened with violence any more. In court, I was awful, right? I’m hopeless?”

Arthur’s startled glance was a little reassuring. “No. None of those. What would you like for dinner? Indian? Lebanese?”

“Sure. Anything. Whatever.”

“Now, now,” Arthur said. “You’re my girlfriend. If we were actually dating, you could play the whatever-you-want card. But since we’re in a long-term, committed relationship, we should be past the point of these little self-abnegating games. Tell me what you want.”

“Okay. Lebanese,” Gen said.

“Lebanese, it is. Pippa?”

From the front seat, Pippa said, “Right-o, Lord Severn,” and steered the car into a sharp left turn around a corner.

It still freaked Gen out, sometimes, that they were driving on the wrong side of the road, and the driver sat on the passenger side of the car. Creepy.

The restaurant was close to Lincoln’s Inn, and the waiter who bustled up to them when they came in the door shooed them into a private room at the back of the restaurant. After they ordered—grilled chicken and salad for Gen and a falafel wrap for Arthur—they settled down to talk privately.

“So, what did I do in court that was terribly plebeian?” she asked.

Of course, that was the moment that her phone beeped with an incoming text from her boss. Octavia Hawkes was assigning her another case, a medical malpractice defense. Fifteen arch files would be delivered to Gen’s office from the instructing solicitors the next morning. The trial would be in two weeks.

Seriously, why were all these other trials so dang speedy but Arthur’s had been dragging on for years?

Gen thumbed her screen, saying that she would be pleased to take the case and thanking Hawkes for her confidence.

Arthur rolled his wine glass stem between his hands. “I need to ask you a question, a personal one.”

Gen swiped her finger across her phone, replying to another lawyer about another case.

The polish didn’t quite meet the bottom of her nail as her finger glided over the glass. Time for a manicure. Octavia Hawkes would be horrified at how slovenly Gen’s nails looked.

One dressed for the job one aspired to, Octavia had assured her on several occasions. Octavia wore a silk blouse on most days.

Gen kind of wanted to come to work dressed as Catwoman, just to throw her off.

Gen told Arthur, “I’m your lawyer. You don’t need to be asking me personal questions.”

Arthur’s gentle voice was low in her ears. “Have you been sexually assaulted?”

A wave of grief and shame tumbled Gen, and she dropped her phone but caught the flipping screen as it hit her thighs. “That’s none of your business.”

Arthur’s hands were folded in his lap under the table. “We’re pretending to be a couple. We’re spending time together. I don’t want to do or say something that will make things worse.”

Her hand was shaking so badly that she couldn’t continue composing the email. “It’s just none of your business.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry that it happened to you.”

“Do not make me cry where a waiter is going to see, you bastard.”

“I shan’t mention it again. Have you discussed it with a counselor?”

“No, and I don’t want to.”

“I’ve heard they can be quite helpful.”

“I’m not the only person that it’s happened to. It’s not even special. When you get a group of women someplace private, in a secret internet group or in a bar late at night without any guys around, you hear it. The official statistic is one in three, but it’s wrong. It’s everybody. Everyone has a story, and everyone deals with it. Some people deal with it better. Some deal with it worse. But everyone deals with it. So I deal with it.”

Arthur had been watching her, not smiling, not scowling. His silvery eyes took in her speech without comment, just listening. He said, “I’m sorry it happened to you.”

“You already said that.”

“I suggest a counselor,” he said.

“I don’t want to talk about it with anyone.”

He looked down and adjusted his tie. “You’re in a profession where people will attempt to manipulate you. If they saw anything similar to what I saw last night or in the courtroom today, and if they knew what they were looking at, they would know how to use that in court to disrupt your case.”

Gen’s hand cramped around her phone. “That’s a horrible thing to say.”

“There are many manipulative bastards out there, Gen.” He stared into his wine. “I’m acquainted with enough of them. You shouldn’t let them manipulate you, but they will try.”

“Yeah, barristers play evil games like that. I don’t know what to do about it, though.”

He shook his head. “I can ask people about counselors. I don’t know what else to say.”

“If anyone in chambers found out that I was in counseling for a personal problem, they would use it against me. They’re all snipers in there, whispering about each other, using anything they can against each other to be seen as superior. James Knightly won the Lombardi case in two days. Damn, that looks good for him. And then Knightly found out that another pupil barrister in chambers, Nigel Hancock, knocked up his girlfriend, and she’s having the baby. Knightly keeps leaving gifts of baby booties and onesies in his cubby where everyone can see them, and now all the senior barristers think that Hancock has lost focus. Can’t have a baby and be a powerhouse in chambers, you know.”

Arthur nodded. “It’s the British way.”

“Plus, I just don’t want to talk to someone about it. I don’t want to relive it and think about it. I feel best when I just forget about it.”

Arthur glanced at his phone. “The symphony starts in an hour or so. There’s an interesting piano concerto on the schedule.”

Gen glanced down at her black pantsuit, one of several that she owned that were nearly, but not quite, identical. “I don’t think I’m dressed for it.”

“You’re fine. People wear denim, these days. Let’s go hear some music tonight.”

















Waffling Witnesses







The next afternoon, Gen was in court again, arguing what should have been a simple drunk driving case except that the witness, Nathan Singh, was being weird. In his deposition for the solicitors, he had been far more precise about who was doing what, when.

Now, Nathan Singh was waffling.

Waffling witnesses lost cases.

Gen frowned.

Octavia had another case to defend, so she had left Gen all on her lonesome in court that day. In the folder, Gen had found a quote handwritten by her previous pupil master, Horace Lindsey: Some rise by sin, and some by virtue fall (Measure for Measure).

Dang Horace and his cryptic quotes, but it was comforting to see his flowing handwriting and know that he had touched the folder at some point.

Arthur was sitting in the back of the courtroom, watching Gen. He wore dark slacks and a white shirt, open at the throat, no tie, and was taking notes on a legal pad.

Great. Notes. He should have all kinds of points to cover over dinner that night. She should be all polished up in no time.

Even though the logical part of her brain was chastising her for being so snippy about an excellent opportunity to smooth out some of her rough edges and to meet the right people, the rest of her was fit to be tied. She was fine the way she was.

Unfortunately, no matter how fine Gen thought she was, she was not fine with the right people. One of her instructing solicitors had informed her that morning that his client had asked to be transferred to a barrister who understood English courts better. Even though Gen protested that she knew them as well as anyone and had gained a first at Oxford and was top of her bar course, she could hear in the solicitor’s voice that it was a lost cause.

She wasn’t British enough.

So, she needed to let Arthur British her up a little.

But first, she needed to examine this witness, who was hemming and hawing.

The case was pretty simple, a drunk driving case where the defendant, Joe Popov, had driven his car into a tree. Three other people had been in his car, and no one had been hurt, thanks to the excellent airbags in his car and a metric ton of sheer, dumb luck.

That tree could have been a playground full of toddlers, if there had been kindergarteners playing at two o’clock in the morning.

But still.

Gen had to defend Joe Popov, who had been driving while smashed and endangered everyone around him, because of the cab rank rule. When a cab was empty, they had to take the next person in the line for cabs for any fare, lest they be accused of discrimination. When Gen was offered a case, excepting for very specific situations, she had to take it.

Joe Popov had absolutely no spots on his previous record, by all accounts was a model citizen who worked hard on a loading dock all day to provide for his growing family, took care of his kids at night so that his wife could take an extension course, and had gone out with the blokes for a pint on a Saturday night. He was facing jail time. At the very least, if she couldn’t get him off, he would lose his driver’s license, which would be a hardship for the family.

Thus, she was trying to poke holes in the testimony of a witness, but Nathan Singh was being weird.

Gen asked Nathan Singh, who was standing with his hands on the rail in the witness box, “You, the other passengers, and the defendant were in the pub that evening?”

Nathan spoke with a middle-class Londoner accent that Gen should probably try to copy. “Yes.”

“How many drinks did the defendant have over the course of the evening?”

Nathan said, “Eight or nine.”

That was what he had said in the deposition. “And then you, the other passengers, and the defendant walked out to the car.”

The witness nodded. “Yes.”

“And the bartender didn’t try to stop you from driving?”

“No.”

“And you gave your keys to the defendant and sat behind the driver’s seat?”

“Basically, I actually gave my keys to Joe over there, and then I basically got in the car and actually sat there for a few minutes while Joe fumbled with the keys a bit.”

“You saw this from inside the car?”

“Basically, when I was inside the car, I was watching, and it looked like Joe was actually fumbling with the keys, basically.”

“And then the other two passengers got into the car, and Joe drove out of the parking lot.”

“Basically, I was in the back of the car, and Joe was actually driving that night.”

Gen walked back to the table with her notes and her laptop. Arthur was sitting back, looking away, his long arms lying across the back of the bench.

A piece of yellow paper was lying on her keyboard. Written in neat, block letters was the note: THE WITNESS IS BEING DECEPTIVE. HIS VERBAL MANNERISMS CHANGED WHEN YOU ASKED HIM ABOUT WHO WAS DRIVING. ASK HIM THIS: HOW WOULD YOU EXPLAIN IT IF THE BARTENDER SAID THAT YOU WERE DRIVING THE CAR?

Yeah, Gen could probably ask that. The bartender’s deposition said nothing of the sort, only that the bartender hadn’t left the building and hadn’t seen who got in the car or who was driving. She couldn’t say that the bartender said this, but this wording was just skirting the edges of what she could say.

Okay, sure.

Gen laid the yellow page on her computer, looked sideways over at the witness fidgeting in the witness box beside the bored judge, and asked, “How would you explain it if the bartender said that you were driving the car?”

The judge raised one eyebrow at her question, and his black brow nearly met the white rolls of the wig on his forehead.

Manic tremors raced through Nathan Singh’s arms as he waved them overhead. “I didn’t even see him out there! How could he have known that I was driving? Where was he? Was it CCTV? Was he spying on us? His testimony can’t be admissible in court if he was spying on us!”

Gen clicked her teeth shut to keep her jaw from dropping.

She glanced back at Arthur, who was still staring at the side wall, but a small smile curved his lips.

Gen turned and walked back toward the witness. “So you admit that you were driving that night? That my client was not driving, did not hit the tree, and did not endanger other people’s lives?”

“I’ve been tagged for drunk driving before! If I was caught, I would have gone to jail! Joe’s never done anything. You should have been able to get him off with nothing more than a slap on the arse.”

Gen turned toward the judge. “Your honor, in light of the witness’s testimony that he was driving the car that hit the tree and that my client was not driving that night—”

The judge was staring at the ceiling with his hands folded over his stomach. “Put your client on the stand and see what he has to say. Remind him of the penalties of perjury, even if it is to take the blame for a mate and keep him out of jail. Bailiff, arrest Mr. Singh.”

Gen strode back to her notes while Nathan Singh was hustled off the witness stand and arrested and Joe Popov was released from the dock to testify.

Joe Popov confirmed that Nathan Singh had been driving the car, drunk, and had convinced them all to say that Joe was driving, instead. He stared at his hands in his lap while he testified in a choked voice.

The judge dismissed the charges, and Arthur met Gen at the courthouse door to drive her back to her office for a few minutes before they went out to dinner.

“Good job,” he told her as he held the door.

“How did you know?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Considering my lifestyle moving among the upper and noble classes, I encounter liars, cads, and thieves daily. It’s useful to be able to determine when someone is being deceptive.”

















Debriefing










“Popov was lying to me,” Gen said to Octavia. They were sitting in a corner at chambers high tea after the drunk driving case. Gen had finished serving, and Octavia had invited her over to chat about her triumph that day. “He was lying to me about being guilty. He actually didn’t do it.”

“That’s an unusual case,” Octavia said, settling back in her deep chair with the scalding cup of tea that Gen had prepared for her. “It’s usually the other way around.”

“I have more of those than I can count,” Gen said. “Everyone says that they didn’t do it.”

“Of course, they do,” Octavia said. “If they said otherwise, we would have to report it to the court.”

“It makes me feel dirty to represent people who are obviously guilty and lying to me about it.”

“Oh, come now. If we only represented the innocent ones whom we thought were telling the truth, we wouldn’t have a job. We’re not Atticus fucking Finch.”

“It feels like it’s misleading the court.”

“But you had the perfect counterpoint to that today. About eighty percent of our criminal cases are guilty, but we don’t know which eighty percent. We can’t determine it even when they tell us that they are innocent or guilty. Every single one of them deserves the best defense possible because some of them are innocent of the crime they’re accused of. That’s our job.”

















Computer Lads







Arthur sat at his computer desk, the six screens glowing around him. Video-chat windows were open on two of the screens, a total of six windows. In the windows, four men and two women wearing headphone and microphone sets were talking to each other and to him.

Headphones pinched Arthur’s ears, but it was the best and most secure way to hear what the others were saying. A microphone hovered near his chin, a black protrusion that distracted him.

Blocky text and punctuation filled two other computer monitors, meaningless to anyone who couldn’t read computer code. Arthur was reading through it, editing, while he was chatting with the other people. They were all doing the same thing.

“Blackjack, man, what is this with wanting to meet IRL?” Luftwaffe asked Arthur.

“It’s been a few weeks,” Arthur said. “It’s nice to see that you guys still exist and you’re not some Russian simulacra.”

“Oh, that Blackjack,” Vlogger1 said, tying her long, blue hair back in a ponytail again. “He likes meatspace.”

“I don’t know,” CallousBitch said. “I might have to put on pants. I hate putting on pants.”

“We could meet in Rolle,” Arthur said. “Switzerland is beautiful this time of year.”

They all groaned. None of them had any nostalgia for Switzerland. They had all lived there too long at boarding school.

“I heard of a new dive bar in downtown Paris,” Racehorse said. His chat window was almost entirely black because there were no lights in the room behind him. His ebony skin blended with the darkness. He believed that the dark reduced the chances of video surveillance recognition picking him up. He held a small controller in his huge hands and was tilting it and clicking like mad, obviously playing a computer game in his dark room rather than working. “I hear it’s less than two euros for their stout.”

“That sounds great,” Arthur said. “I’ll bring the thing that I’ve been working on. You guys are gonna love it.”

“Hello! Blackjack’s been working on a new thing!” Racehorse crowed. “Is this like the last thing you were working on? The one that threw that election in Slovenia just by manipulating what news was on top of people’s newsfeeds?”

No one died in that operation, and that government had remained a free democracy.

Arthur smiled. “I think you’ll like it. How’s work, VLogger One?”

“Same old, same old,” she said. “The NSA never sleeps, and they never let me goddamn sleep. I’m still working on cracking the Ukraine’s satellite office. That sucker is practically encapsulated in black ice.”

Arthur chuckled at the science fiction reference. “Don’t stroke out.”

“If I don’t get off my butt and get some exercise, it’s a real concern. Racehorse, how’s it hanging?”

“Keeps whacking my knees, and work is fine, too.” He lifted his gaming controller, holding it above his head, and in the light from the screen, his thumbs blurred. “Anybody know anything about the targeting systems the Russians are using in Syria?”

“I heard they were the standard ones,” Arthur said.

“They’re not. The encryption is different. Otherwise, we would just let Black Rock do it. Anyway, now we’re involved.”

Vlogger1 asked Racehorse, “You wanna liaise?”

“Yeah, we’re going to have to.”

Arthur would never admit in his report that the CIA and the NSA would liaise on the Russian-Syrian missile targeting systems, just as the other people in the chat windows would not divulge this in their reports to their own intelligence services. They were a small cadre who helped each other, all within friendly services, and they were all anciens roséens, alumni of Le Rosey boarding school. With each other, they were all at the tops of their fields.

Arthur looked at the clock on the top of his computer. “Damn. I have to meet a lady for lunch.”

He was meeting Gen for lunch, so he was allowing an hour to clean up and make himself presentable. Maybe he would watch her in court again that afternoon. Maybe they would dance at the charity event tonight, and he could feel her lush body swaying in his arms again.

Touching her was exquisite torture because there was no chance of Arthur fucking her. Beyond the fact that she was his barrister and thus off-limits—which might not have stopped him in other situations—the fear in her eyes whenever a man neared her was painful to watch. He couldn’t imagine a situation where he could steer her into bed.

Ah, forbidden fruit. He would just have to imagine her sweet, ripe flesh because he would never devour it.

Hoots emanated through Arthur’s earphones.

“Ew,” Luftwaffe said, his German accent rising in his voice. “Blackjack has a social life. Aren’t we getting fancy? See you tomorrow, and we should plan to visit Racehorse’s dive bar in Paris soon. Meatspace can be interesting, even if one does have to wear pants.”

















Trollop Card







Gen was sitting in her office, grinding through piles of evidence that had arrived by courier for a hearing in two days, when her boss, Octavia Hawkes, stuck her head through the doorway.

Octavia said, “I need you in court with me this afternoon.” She looked up and down what she could see of Gen’s torso. “Are your nails done?”

“Just had them done this morning,” Gen said, confused.

“Excellent. Is that what you’re wearing?”

Gen glanced at herself. The black pantsuit that she was wearing was one of her better ones, a designer set found secondhand at a thrift shop. “Um, yes?”

“I have something else for you to wear.”

“But you’re three sizes smaller than I am, and about six inches shorter. Anything of yours would be, well,” Gen grimaced, “too tight and too short.”

Octavia’s grin widened and turned devious. “Exactly.”

Gen followed Octavia back to her office, where Octavia indeed had a skirt suit laid out for her.

Guess it was lucky that Gen had shaved her legs last night and kept a pair of pantyhose in her desk drawer for emergencies. She ran back and grabbed them.

In her boss’s office, Octavia tucked and stuffed Gen into the too-small skirt, muttering, “Good thing you’re wasp-waisted. It barely buttons.”

Gen didn’t answer because she was holding her breath. The skirt’s waistband was nearly cutting her in half like a thousand rubber bands around a watermelon. The shirt’s buttonholes strained over her boobs, gaping a bit between the buttons.

She looked up in absolute horror. “I can’t wear this to court.”

“Of course, you can,” Octavia said. “It’s for Judge Roberts. I’m not Atticus fucking Finch, here. We use what methods we have to ensure a win. ‘Military tactics are like unto water; for water in its natural course runs away from high places and hastens downwards. Water shapes its course according to the nature of the ground over which it flows; the soldier works out his victory in relation to the foe whom he is facing. Therefore, just as water retains no constant shape, so in warfare there are no constant conditions. He who can modify his tactics in relation to his opponent and thereby succeed in winning, may be called a heaven-born captain.’”

“You memorized all that?” Gen asked.

“I have memorized Sun Tzu’s The Art of War in its entirety. ‘The art of war is of vital importance. It is a matter of life and death, a road either to safety or to ruin. Hence it is a subject of inquiry which can on no account be neglected.’”

Gen shrugged. “Okay, then.”

Judge George Roberts was a notorious lech and ogled all the women lawyers, but women also generally won a disproportionate number of their cases, especially if they, ahem, dressed for success.

Gen clarified, “So we’re playing the Trollop Card.”

“Quite.” Octavia adjusted the lapels of the too-small suit jacket and started pulling the pins out of Gen’s hair.

Gen grabbed the heavy bun on the back of her head. “What are you doing?”

Octavia said, “Letting your hair down, at least in the literal sense. I suspect that you’re a lost cause, metaphorically.”

Gen’s hair tumbled around her shoulders. “Are you sure this is ethical?”

“Of course not. That’s why it works every damn time, and our client will thank us for it, later. Is that really the bra you’re wearing?”

“Yes, it really is the bra I’m wearing,” Gen said.

“It’s just beige.” Octavia scowled. “And blah. And unnoticeable.”

“That was rather its appeal.”

“It won’t appeal to Judge Roberts, and then we’ll lose this appeal.”

“I see what you did there,” Gen said.

“A-peel that one off, and we’ll see what I have in stock. I always have an extra Myla or two, just in case.”

Gen crossed her arms over her chest and didn’t take her shirt off. “He’s not going to be able to see it, anyway. My court robes are going to cover my clothes down to my knees.”

“Nope. It’s just a civil case. We won’t need to wear the robes and wigs.”

Then the judge would be able to see everything.

Maybe absolutely everything unless the blouse’s buttons were sewn on with steel thread.

Octavia rummaged in her file cabinet by the wall. “And are those the shoes you’re wearing?”

“Must we go through this again?” Gen’s shoes were sensible black pumps with short, chunky heels, excellent for trotting to see a client in the cells or standing to address the court for long periods of time.

“Don’t you have some Christian Louboutins?”

Those hideously over-priced high heels with the scarlet soles? No. Just no. Even if Gen had found some secondhand in a thrift store, she did not wear slutty shoes to work or at all, ever. “Haven’t gotten some yet.”

“Too bad. Judge Roberts does love the fuck-me shoes.” Octavia rummaged in the file cabinet drawer, dropping lingerie over the sides.

“Besides,” Gen said, “I’d be six-feet-four in those things. And I doubt they even make them in my size.”

“Oh, you can special-order anything, if you know whom to call. Here’s something.” Octavia turned around. A scrap of lace dangled from one finger. “Try this on under that blouse.”

The sheer lace bra tied up with ribbons. “I’m a double-D cup, Octavia. That little thing would explode.”

Octavia frowned. “That utilitarian rag that you’re wearing just won’t do. The evidence in this case is flimsy—”

“No, that bra is flimsy,” Gen muttered.

“—and yet I need to win it. Quite honestly, the client was not on his cell phone when he crashed the car. He hadn’t been drinking. Another car’s mirror glared at him when he hit that damned, overbred rosebush, but just try to tell that to the horticulturist. I can’t believe that she is suing the poor sod for thousands of pounds because she might have won a prize with her roses. Try on the bra.”

A knock rattled Octavia’s office door.

Octavia yelled, “Just a minute,” while Gen called, “Come in,” trying to get out of stuffing her boobs in that inadequate bit of chiffon.

Arthur leaned through the doorway. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything. I’m here to take my girlfriend to lunch.” He glanced at the two of them, and then his pale eyes settled on Gen. “Good Lord. It’s like the naughty librarian, come to life.”

“Ah, yes,” Octavia said. “Your ‘girlfriend.’ How is that working out for you two?”

“Splendidly,” Arthur said.

Gen piped up, “I’ve been keeping an eye on him as best as I can.”

Octavia glared at Arthur. “I hope you’ve been a gentleman.”

“I am the very definition of a gentleman,” he said.

Octavia’s lips compressed until they were an angry, red dot on her face. “I don’t mean it that way. I mean that Genevieve is taking quite a risk for you, even though I’ve let it be known around the upper levels of the office that this is a ploy.”

So Octavia had kept her word, which was probably why Gen hadn’t had any blowback from the senior barristers about ostensibly dating a client. The other pupils were giving her the side-eye quite a lot, but their opinion didn’t matter.

Hawkes continued, “But you still owe her a great deal, Finch-Hatten. I was ready to scrap you, and I still am.”

Wow. Gen had never heard Octavia talk that way to a client. She had dressed down James Knightly more than once, but she usually oozed politeness and sympathy for clients. The only people whom Hawkes buttered up more than the clients were the solicitors who sent them business.

“So,” Hawkes said to Arthur, “have you been behaving yourself?”

“I am a model British citizen, steadfast and earnest,” he said.

She sniffed. “You make yourself sound like a Victorian, and we all know how perverted they were. Now, if you’d like to repay Genevieve for this great kindness and favor that she’s doing for you—” Octavia’s blue eyes glittered, “—take her to lunch and then to Harrods. She needs Louboutins and Myla lingerie for the afternoon court session.”

“Now, now,” Arthur said. “I’ve heard barristers compared to hired guns, but it sounds like you’re selling something entirely different.”

“The judge is a lecher,” Gen told him. “We’re playing the Trollop Card.”

“Ah,” Arthur said. “I’m quite familiar with the concept of a honeypot. Come, Gen. We’ll find you some shoes and,” he paused, “other things.”

He held the door for her as she walked out, mincing as she took baby steps in the too-tight skirt. Damn, it was a good thing that she had shaved her legs last night.

When she looked back, Arthur was watching her butt, and when he looked up and saw that she had caught him, he smiled.

It wasn’t a sheepish smile, either. He was a gray-eyed wolf in a man’s clothing, and his steady gaze was that of a predator stalking prey.

She shot a quip at Arthur over her shoulder. “Where do you want to go for lunch?”

“My apartment.” His voice sounded more like a growl than his usual, smooth cadence.

Gen turned, shocked, but Arthur had already recovered his normal, slightly amused expression.

He said, “We had Lebanese recently. Sushi? Fish and chips?”

“Whatever you want,” Gen stammered.

The complete lack of panic in Gen’s veins surprised her. Maybe it was because Arthur was several steps behind her, not right up next to her. Maybe it was because they had known each other for a bit now, and he had backed off and never made another inappropriate move.

Maybe it was because they were walking through Octavia’s small waiting room, and Octavia’s personal admin, Germaine, and the clerk Miriam were watching Gen and Arthur with green, glittering envy pasted all over their faces.

That was a new feeling, and it ignited a warm glow in Gen’s evil little soul.

They breezed through the office, passing clerks and pupil barristers, who stared at them, and senior staff, who didn’t.

Once they were outdoors in the park-like courtyard of Lincoln’s Inn and walking through the noontime sunlight toward the stone arch and the street, Gen asked Arthur, “Don’t you think that was overstating things a bit?”

“Not at all,” he said. “We’re supposed to be dating.”

“But you’re overdoing it. No one will believe you.”

Arthur stopped and turned toward her. Winter sunlight slanted over the buildings’ roofs, casting black shadows on the straw-colored grass at their bases. A cool breeze cut through Gen’s blouse, and she crossed her arms over her chest.

His eyes looked more silvery when they were outside, and his dark hair fell across his forehead. “It wasn’t overdoing it.”

“Arthur, come on. Look, I know who and what I am. I’m a damn fine lawyer and pretty smart. I work hard, as hard as I can. I like to think that I’m loyal and kind, or at least I’m working on that, too. But I’m not pretty. I’m not skinny. On my very best days, I’m a four.”

Arthur blinked, and his mouth opened. “Rating women like that is improper.”

“All you guys do it.”

“Not me. Not my friends. It’s atrocious.”

“It is what it is, and I’m a four. A three if my hair isn’t behaving.”

“And even if we did rate women in that fashion, you’re wrong about yourself.” He looked around as if gathering himself. “You have gorgeous bone structure and a lush, ripe figure. I would have called you an eight, but that was before I saw you in this outfit. This makes you a nine-plus.”

“I’m chubby, and no one likes that, not even me.”

“The first time I saw you, I asked you to go to Majorca with me for a weekend. Surely you concede that I meant it. You certainly thought that I meant it at the time. You tried to punch me.”

“That wasn’t the first time you’d seen me. You’d just never noticed me before because no one ever does.”

“I must have been blind drunk.”

“You didn’t look like it.”

He shrugged. “That means nothing.”

They began walking toward the stone arch and the street just beyond it.

Gen said, “You picked up some of the prettier girls for a week of drunken debauchery.”

“Had I been to lunch with Horace beforehand?” Arthur mused.

“Yes.” Horace had always scheduled a lunch meeting with Arthur to converse about his case, and Gen had watched them walk out together every time.

They arrived at the Bentley, waiting for them at the curb.

Arthur opened the rear door for her and shook his head. “That man could hold his liquor. He drank me under the table every time I came into that office. No wonder I put off legal appointments until absolutely necessary.”

She asked, “Really?”

“After one of Horace’s liquid lunches, I was wrecked for the rest of the day. Often, I sent the girl shopping with Pippa and went back to my apartment to sleep it off. Lunch first, or Harrods?”

She told him, “You don’t have to buy me stuff. Hawkes wasn’t serious.”

“I was serious. Either way, let’s go.”

Gen got in the car.

Arthur shut the door behind her and ran around to climb in the other side. He tapped the back of the front seat, and Pippa swiveled on the driver’s side to look at him. Her pearl-gray hair was a little shorter today, a little more straight on the sides.

He said to the driver, “To Harrods. But to my apartment, first, since it’s so close.”

His apartment?

Gen held onto the door handle, quietly freaking out inside.

















Meet the Dog







Gen gripped the car door’s handle with one hand and clenched the other into a fist while Pippa drove. The car glided through the London traffic toward the Knightsbridge section of town, where the rich people lived.

The really rich, really upper-class people.

People like His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn.

Well, Arthur would remain the Earl of Severn for as long as he didn’t lose that lawsuit brought by his brother.

And that was Gen’s job.

Hyde Park sprawled over one side of the street, bare trees reaching toward the midday sun.

An Edwardian-era apartment building occupied the other side of the street. It was as beautiful as a Victorian building, but it had been built of creamy white stone and columns and was less fussy than a Vicky.

Pippa drove the Bentley down into the underground garage and parked directly beside the elevator.

Arthur hopped out but turned to peer inside the car at Gen. “Are you coming?”

No, no, no, no, no. Not up to Arthur’s apartment, not alone with him nor alone with anyone in an apartment.

Gen tightened her grip on the door’s handle.

Pippa turned around, bracing herself on the steering wheel to twist in her seat. “The cleaning staff should be working at this time of the morning.”

Gen looked straight at her. “They will?”

“Not that there is anything to worry about at any time, day or night, but yes. A staff of ten should be in the apartment. The staff reduces to five in the evenings until ten o’clock, when the staff goes home.”

“Oh.” Gen released her grip on the door handle. “Thanks for letting me know their schedule.”

“Of course.” Pippa turned back to look out the front of the car.

Gen opened her door, slithered out as modestly as that skin-tight skirt would allow, and followed Arthur to the elevator. Inside, he inserted a keycard into a security slot, entered a code into the number pad, and pressed the six on the panel.

He waited until the heavy doors thunked closed before he asked, “What was all that about?”

“Nothing,” Gen said.

The elevator rose six stories into the air, weighing on Gen’s feet in her sensible shoes, and the doors slid open to a small hallway.

The floor under her feet was dark, polished hardwood, and rough plaster covered the walls. A small table was set with a lush profusion of yellow and white fresh flowers, roses and carnations. Above them, crystal encrusted a tailored chandelier that lit the small entry area. Doors at the end of the hallway were open, and sunlight poured in.

Such a small hallway, and Gen relaxed. She had just assumed that he lived in some gargantuan mansion of an apartment that spanned half of London, probably because he was an earl and all.

But he was being sued by his brother. He was probably wasting thousands if not millions on his defense. Maybe he had had to economize.

Apartments in central London, especially in the haughty area around Hyde Park, were tiny, even the most expensive ones.

How nice, that Arthur lived in a modest space. Gen actually felt more comfortable.

He said, “I’m just going to check on my dog.”

“You have a dog?” she asked, following him toward the open double doors.

“Just a small dog,” he said. “He’s such an ornery little thing that he often gets closed up in one of the bedrooms or closets, and no one notices for hours. Sometimes, they forget to let him out for too long.”

“Out? Do they walk him over to Hyde Park to—” Gen stopped herself before she said something earthly and ranch-related, “—do his business?”

“Oh, no,” Arthur said.

They turned the corner.

An enormous living room opened up in front of them.

Gen screeched to a stop.

The walls of the long, spacious room were dark, but several sets of white couches and chairs lightened the overall effect. Floor-to-ceiling windows opened the room to the terrace outside that wrapped around the whole building.

Beyond the glass, four patio sets were surrounded by small topiaries in white pots, all perfectly trimmed into spirals and balls on sticks. The balcony jutted out on one side, where there was a small grassy area.

Arthur said, “He has a yard for his, ahem, business.”

A yard.

On the sixth floor.

How insanely extravagant.

Gen should have remembered that Arthur’s apartment required a staff of ten to clean it every day. It was huge.

Because of course, it was. Arthur was a bloody earl.

Gen was just his little lawyer who should not gawk like a prairie hen. “Nice place,” she said.

“Thanks.” He walked over and opened one of the folding glass doors that closed off the outside, leaving it open about a foot. Cool air blew into the apartment.

“So this is home, huh?” she asked.

“Spencer House is home, but it was open for Christmas until just a few days ago and will be open for two more weekends. Sometimes I go back during the week, but mostly I stay here in town.” He laughed. “It’s the opposite of what my ancestors did. They retreated to their country houses to escape the heat and smell of the London summer and lived in town during the winter.”

“Oh, yeah,” Gen said, trying in vain to look sophisticated and like she had known that and understood the irony.

“I’ll be right back. If you’d like something to drink, the staff should be around.” He jogged to the other end of the room—jogged because the room was so enormous—and disappeared into another door.

Gen turned, surveying the living room. On the one long side, the living room opened to the balcony.

On the other side of the room, plants topped a half-wall. Beyond that, short stairs led down to a dining room with a long table set for eighteen people. Bookcases behind the dining table rose two stories into the air, stuffed with books and small pieces of art and pottery.

Somewhere far inside the apartment, barking echoed on the mirrored columns and glass walls.

Arthur came jogging back. A small Jack Russell Terrier was chasing Arthur’s heels and nipping at his pants legs. The dog was mostly white, but brown stained its ears and face except for a white stripe that ran between its eyes and over its head. His ears were below Arthur’s knees as they ran.

When Arthur was halfway through the room, the dog broke off its pursuit and streaked for the door that Arthur had left ajar. It sprinted outside to the grass area and skidded to lift its leg against the one dying topiary bush on a corner of the lawn.

Gen could see the relief on the dog’s face as he peed for minutes.

“Got to him in time today,” Arthur said. “I don’t know how he keeps getting locked up. I’ve spoken to the staff about it a number of times, but they don’t know how he continues to get trapped in bedrooms and closets. He’s just a naughty little dog.”

“Yeah, dogs often resemble their owners,” Gen said.

The dog shook off everything and bounded inside and over to them. From his exuberant body language—lolling tongue, perked ears, and wagging tail—Gen could see that he was more than friendly as he approached.

“What’s his name?” Gen asked.

“Ruckus.”

The dog skidded to a stop at her feet and then bounced in place, bounding as high as the middle of her chest with each hop. “Suits him.”

Arthur said, “I think it became a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

“He sure has a lot of energy.”

“He’s a young dog, scarcely more than a puppy. He might still have a bit of growing to do.”

The dog bounded closer, pushing off Arthur’s chest at the top of each bounce with his front paws.

Gen asked, “How long was he locked up?”

Arthur frowned. “I left a few hours ago. I had some business meetings this morning. Couldn’t have been too long.”

Ruckus bounced a few more times and settled, though his tail was whipping around so hard that his butt was wagging. His white coat shone in the sunlight, clean and healthy. From what Gen could see, his claws had been trimmed and perhaps painted with clear polish.

“He’s cute,” Gen said.

“I’ve only had him a few months.”

Gen crouched down and scratched the dog’s ears.

He jumped up on his rear legs and licked her face before she could move out of the way, taking a swipe of foundation and rouge on his slobbery tongue.

“Oh, good Lord!” Arthur started to reach for him.

Gen laughed because she had grown up around plenty of farm dogs.

“Now, now. Down!” She laid her fingers on Ruckus’s nose and guided him downward to sit.

The dog flopped over on his back and squirmed, and she switched to rubbing his belly. His clean fur was silky under her palm.

Arthur retreated and watched her petting the dog. “A friend of mine, Maxence, found him in Africa, abandoned and starving, when he was just half-grown. Max cannot let a creature suffer, so he took him in and brought him to me just a few days later when he came to London for business. I think he’s mostly Jack Russell Terrier, though I’m not sure what he was doing on the streets of Africa.”

“Must have been quite a culture shock for him, going from starving in Africa to a—” Gen paused, but the word was precise, “—London penthouse.”

“I cannot imagine what was going through Max’s head. He should have taken the dog to a mutual friend of ours, Caz, who has an impending family and a large property outside of Los Angeles for a dog to run to his heart’s content. Instead he brought the dog to a single man who travels constantly, lives a debauched lifestyle, is out until all hours of the night, and lives in a confined apartment in central London.”

“Maybe Max thought that you needed him more.” Oops, had that slipped out? She stopped petting the dog and stood.

Luckily, Arthur laughed. “I’ve always thought that Max might have a well-hidden sadistic streak. Perhaps he thought owning a dog would be ‘good for me.’ He is trying to save the world.”

The dog flipped over and sat up, resting one of his paws on Arthur’s shoe while he whined.

“Is he?” Gen was just making conversation sounds.

“Aren’t we all?” Arthur reached down and ruffled the dog’s ears, then brushed off his pants legs where the dog had been pawing him. “All right, now that I’ve rescued the dog from imprisonment once again, let’s go see what they have at Harrods.”

Ruckus followed them all the way to the door of the apartment, nipping at Arthur’s heels in a desperate bid for attention, and Arthur gently nudged him back inside as the elevator doors slid closed.

Gen fidgeted, uneasy. That little dog needed exercise and not to be cooped up, even if that apartment was probably a dozen times larger in square footage than the parcel of land that her mother’s terraced house stood on. Having grown up on a ranch in Texas, she had been around and understood all sorts of animals: cattle, horses, cats, and dogs. That little pooch needed more than what Arthur could give him.

She asked, “Did you have dogs growing up?”

“Oh, yes,” Arthur said.

Okay, maybe he did understand dogs. Gen shrugged as the elevator descended, jiggling as it lowered them toward the car garage.

Arthur continued, “My father had a pack of beagles for hunting when I was a child, but they were given away after my parents died and Christopher and I were packed off for other parts.”

Kind of like barn cats or a cattle herd, then.

“But those aren’t pets,” she said. “Didn’t you have pets?”

“Pets weren’t allowed in the dorms of Le Rosey. Max managed to keep a field mouse that came in for a few years, feeding it from what he smuggled from the cafeteria. It was very fat and slept in a shoe box. It lived a few years, a better-than-average lifespan and lifestyle for a wild mouse.”

“But you’ve never had a dog before. Not one that you personally spent time with and were responsible for.”

“By those criteria, I guess Ruckus is my first pet,” Arthur said.

Well, it wasn’t Gen’s place to criticize Arthur’s pet-owning skills. The dog was obviously healthy, groomed, and well-fed and wasn’t cowering as if he had ever been abused.

Ruckus was acting as if he hadn’t ever been disciplined, either, but that was a wholly different set of pet ownership skills.

















Harrods and Triumph 







Gen looked out the side window of the Bentley while Pippa maneuvered it through the streets of London, slipping sedately through traffic until they pulled up at the freaking castle that was the Harrods of London department store in Knightsbridge.

Like Selfridges, Harrods was a city block reaching six-plus stories into the air. The department store was mammoth, almost twice as large as Selfridges, with over a million square feet of space to sell stuff. Plate glass windows lined the ground floor, each showcasing a tableau of things you could buy in there and topped by a green clamshell awning.

Gen emerged from the car and followed Arthur down the sidewalk. The first window that she walked by held a display of a dining room table covered with a delicate lace tablecloth and a teak box stuffed with an exclusive line of tea bags. Around the wooden box, crystal jars of jams and jellies, biscuits and cookies, and sugars from three different sources and five different continents glittered in the spotlights inside.

If she had eaten any of that sugary stuff, she would not have been able to even look at the next window display: designer clothes from Paris painted onto deathly skinny mannequins. Seriously, they were all bald and frail and alabaster white, and they all looked like they were going to die of some horrible bleaching wasting disease to fit into those luxurious couture dresses.

Luckily, Gen was in no danger of either starving to death or fitting into those luxurious couture dresses. Each one probably cost more than she would make her first year as a full-fledged barrister, anyway.

Wow, those mannequins were freaky. So emaciated. And bald. And bleached so blindingly white.

They walked in through Harrods main entrance into Ladurée, a perfect Parisian tea room restaurant where Gen and her mother used to come for high tea. The macaroon cookies were baked in every flavor and pastel tint under the sun. The cookie case looked like a pale, subdued sunset smeared into an oceanscape, and the room smelled like the roasted almonds that the cookies were made of.

Around them, the chandelier showered light on tiny, white-draped tables surrounded by red velvet-tufted chairs. Gen and her mother liked to sit away from the counters when they drank their tea out of the china cups.

She tried not to think about that. Her mascara wasn’t the waterproof kind.

Gen followed Arthur, pushing between people trotting among the little restaurants and grocery shops within the huge department store, kind of like the whole place was a huge Harrods mall with all the little Harrods stores inside crammed up against each other.

From there, she followed Arthur through the cheese shop, the pastry shop, past the oyster bar and sushi bar, all of it packed with people hustling among the towering displays of cheeses and boxed pastries and chocolates and the crowded counters. Everyone bustled through and toted their green bags stamped with Harrods in gold.

Everything in Harrods glimmered with gold: the walls, the counters, the ceilings, and especially the sphinxes.

So many sphinxes crouched throughout the store—those Egyptian statues with their lion’s paws and women’s heads, gilded flesh or faux stone finish and striped headpieces—that Gen wasn’t impressed so much as thinking that someone had a thing for sphinxes.

A really serious thing.

There had to be a word for that. Sphinxophilia? Sphinxosexual? Sphinxy-kinky?

She didn’t need to go any further down that line of thought.

Gen followed Arthur from the restaurants section into the perfumery, and the aromas of cheese and chocolate and fish rushed away from the onslaught of roses, spices, and vanilla.

Her eyes stung and watered from the fumes.

She followed Arthur’s broad back as he dodged through the people crowded between the counters, and they found the escalators going up.

They rode the escalators up just one floor and walked through racks and towers of panties and bras—my God, they must be in lingerie and this was where he was supposed to buy her expensive underwear that he was never going to see her in—to a small shop where all the shoes sported bright red soles.

They had arrived at the Christian Louboutin Shoe Boutique.

Arthur waved Gen forward into the store and lounged in a chair while a saleswoman measured Gen’s ticklish feet and discussed her options. They stood before the display, a carousel of hideously expensive shoes, and Gen stole a glance back at Arthur.

He was holding his phone clutched in his hand, the glowing screen slightly turned toward her, but he was also checking out her backside again. His gaze traveled from her ample bum in that too-tight skirt, down her legs to her clunky schoolmarm shoes, and back up. He lingered on her hair, curled in waves from her usual tight bun before Octavia had pulled out the pins.

He caught her watching him, and he smiled at her with that wolfish, predatory grin before he returned to whatever was on his phone.

Maybe he liked Gen’s legs. It wasn’t inconceivable that someone with odd, overstimulated taste might like her legs, even if it was just for their chubby novelty.

No, probably not. Her mother had often lamented Gen’s “cankles.” No one liked her legs.

Gen turned back to the shoes.

Astonishingly, the woman did have scarlet-soled Louboutins in Gen’s overly large size. Several pairs, in fact.

Gen was trying on another pair, chatting with the woman who had turned out to be so nice and marveling at how the clerk had managed to find shoes that fit Gen’s big, wide feet so perfectly, when she caught Arthur leering at her again.

Well, not leering, precisely. His steady observation of her legs and the shoes wasn’t creepy. His steely eyes just showed that he seemed very interested in the way she turned her ankles while she was trying on the shoes.

Those red soles must be flashing at him.

Gen stood and turned around, feeling the leather cupping her feet and Arthur’s gaze on her legs. The stiletto heels pushed her feet up farther than she was used to, but she managed.

When she turned back, Arthur was still casually slouched in the chair, his long legs crossed at his ankles, watching her.

He looked up her body, slowly raking her, until he looked into her eyes and said, almost off-handedly, “Those look good on you.”

She shook her head. “They’re too expensive.”

“I said, they look good on you.” He held a black credit card for the clerk but didn’t look away from Gen’s eyes. “She’ll wear them out.”

“I guess the court date is right after lunch,” she said.

The clerk smiled. “I’ll just put your old shoes in the box, honey. It’ll be fine.”

While they walked the few steps from the Louboutin store into the lingerie department, Gen said to Arthur, “I don’t like that Octavia essentially blackmailed you into buying this stuff for me.”

He shrugged. “I don’t mind it. It’s certainly a change of scenery for me, and you are keeping me out of trouble for the afternoon. That’s the whole point of this relationship charade, isn’t it?”

“Kind of looked like you were having fun,” she said.

One side of his mouth tipped up. “You have no idea.”

“Are you going to watch me try on the Myla bras, too?”

Oh, no.

“I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I didn’t mean to say that. I really didn’t. That was awful and unprofessional, and I’m your lawyer.”

Arthur was laughing a deep, good-natured chuckle. “I wasn’t aware that watching was an option.”

“It’s not. It’s really not,” she back-pedaled.

He laughed again and set the green Harrods bag containing the shoebox on an end table beside an upholstered chair. “Then I’ll wait here on the perimeter.”

“I really shouldn’t let Hawkes pimp me out like this,” Gen fretted. Dressing so slutty anywhere, but especially at work, gave her the icky shivers, and she felt like she constantly needed to be ready to fight.

“But it isn’t for her titillation. It’s to manipulate a judge.”

“Does that make it better? Really?”

“Probably not.”

Another clerk found Gen wandering around, confused, among the piles and racks and stacked boxes of lingerie and whisked her off to a changing room. She found several sets that fit Gen perfectly and provided enough support for her double-D’s. However, she felt, ahem, freer, than she usually did in her more traditional bras. Her boobs jiggled more when she walked and swayed when she shrugged. Pale blue ribbons, not proper straps, went over her shoulders and were just visible through the too-tight white blouse.

If Arthur had been sitting on the chair in the corner of the dressing room, the one beside the mirror, when she put the lingerie on her naked skin, would he have smiled? Would his silvery eyes have watched her, dipping to look at her body?

Probably not.

Well, Judge Roberts would probably appreciate her effort. She hoped that he appreciated it enough.

At the cash register, Gen was just pulling out her wallet to pay for the ridiculously expensive bra and matching panties, but the clerk waved her away. “The gentleman already took care of it.”

“But I should—”

The clerk smiled at her. “I couldn’t argue with him.”

Arthur had probably smiled at the clerk and flirted with her, and the woman literally hadn’t been able to say no. Or maybe he had just held out that magic, black credit card of his that salespeople and waiters liked so much. “Yeah. I guess not.”

She went over to where Arthur was tapping on his phone, texting something. The little Harrods bag holding her old underwear swung from her fingers. “Ready for lunch?”

“Of course.” He looked up.

His silvery eyes found her face first, and he smiled at her, but his gaze followed her hair flowing over her shoulders and wandered to her chest. His eyes traced the blue ribbons that showed through her blouse and dipped down to the generous swells of her breasts that were rounder, softer, than when she had been wearing her normal, restrictive bra.

His lips parted, just slightly, and the usual sharpness of his gaze became fuzzy.

Because Gen was standing so close to where he was sitting, when Arthur looked up at her, she saw the dark pupils in his silvery eyes expand.

When he spoke, his voice was lower, huskier. “Let’s have lunch. I seem to have worked up quite an appetite.” He stood.

In her new, very high Louboutin heels, Gen was just a fraction of an inch shorter than he was, but he was still taller. He looked straight into her eyes, back and forth between them, and smiled.

Gen said, “All right.”

The store’s air-conditioned atmosphere must have dried out her throat because her voice sounded choked, too.

After a quick lunch in one of the restaurants tucked away on an upper floor, Arthur mentioned, “Why don’t you pick out a dress, while we’re here? There is an event tomorrow night.”

“I can wear that red dress again.”

“From what little I understand about these things, no, you can’t wear something twice. You’ll have clients there. I can have Graham meet us here for a consultation, or you can pick something and he can alter it. He has your measurements, right?”

Gen picked out a long, black dress, with Arthur pretending not to watch her again. His gray eyes seemed to turn smoky when he looked at her in a few of the gowns, especially the more form-fitting ones. The black one that she decided on clung to her curves and pushed up her boobs far more than she would have worn otherwise, but she had always preferred sparkly tents and tarps, as her mother had called them, when she had been forced to go to a party.

After lunch, Arthur and Pippa drove Gen back to her office, where Octavia Hawkes approved of the shoes and lingerie.

Court went swimmingly.

Octavia Hawkes presented their case succinctly and jiggled when she giggled, twice. She had Gen cross-examine a witness, walking slowly in front of the judge’s bench and turning while Judge Roberts leered down her blouse from his perched bench.

They won the case.

Because of course, they did.

To celebrate, after Gen had changed back into her pantsuit and they were roundly congratulated at chamber’s high tea at four-thirty, Octavia Hawkes took Gen out for dinner with several other senior barristers, all of whom smiled indulgently at her.

Octavia mentioned, seemingly in passing, “Gen here is doing splendidly with the Finch-Hatten case. She’s been posing as Lord Severn’s girlfriend, you remember, to keep an eye on him. He hasn’t been in trouble for over a week.”

That wasn’t quite true, but it soon would be.

One of the senior barristers, David Trent, shifted his bulk toward her. “Yes, we heard that you were taking one for the proverbial team.”

Gen laughed. “Only proverbially, I assure you. In the literal sense, I’m not taking one for this team or any other.”

David laughed, his belly bouncing with mirth. “That would be above and beyond the call of duty, wouldn’t it?”

“I should think so, especially when I can use my wily barrister skills to talk him into keeping out of trouble.”

David’s smile turned from mildly scandalized to thoroughly amused. “That’s the type of skills we need at Serle’s Court, keeping the clients in line but not crossing the line.” He winked at her. “Your pupillage seems to be going well.”

She smiled back at him. “I hope so.”

“Yes, winning the Finch-Hatten case would look quite well for you when we discuss tenancy,” David said, “and it would look quite well for Hawkes for her silk application. When is that decision coming down?”

Octavia smiled at Gen. “Applications open on February sixteenth, just about two weeks from now.”

Winning Arthur’s case was important for all of them.

















Second Party







The next evening, Gen was again sitting in the back seat of the car with Arthur while Pippa drove them to another party. The black dress had indeed been altered to perfection in the meantime so that it fit snugly over the cast iron underwear that Graham had bought for her. It flattered her curves so well that Gen was just fine with not being able to breathe. She hoped she didn’t pass out from lack of oxygen.

Sitting beside her in the back seat, Arthur said, “Shall we polish you up before the party?”

“All right,” Gen said as if she were not concerned at all about that.

“First,” his voice was quiet and calm, “when someone says, ‘How do you do,’ you should reply with the same phrase and only that. It’s merely a pleasantry and acknowledgment of the introduction.”

“Seems kind of unfriendly not to talk,” Gen said. “Seems like they’re trying to start a conversation.”

“It’s British. It doesn’t have to be friendly. It may lead to other conversations later, if both parties are so inclined.”

“All right.”

“Be pleasant and reserved. Be amused but not excitable. Don’t try to be friendly, merely open to friendliness if the conversation turns that way.”

Gen fretted. “A lot of things in the law chambers are starting to make sense.”

He leaned in. “Look, you’re a lovely person. Let them discover that. Don’t give it away.”

Gen set her fists on her wide hips, which was not easy to do around the seat belt strapping her in. “How would you know that I’m a lovely person? All I’ve done is hitched a ride on your coattails to fancy dress parties, spent your money on clothes for myself, and tried to repress your chosen lifestyle because it’s convenient for my job.”

Arthur laughed. “You told me to get a more experienced barrister though it risked your career—”

Gen snorted. “I was drunk that night.”

“—and my dog likes you. He’s an excellent judge of character. The one time my brother, Christopher, showed up at my apartment, Ruckus tried to chew his foot off at the ankle.”

“Oh, no. What did you do?”

“Pulled him off and fed him pepperoni in the kitchen. It wasn’t a deep bite. Hardly any blood.”

“You didn’t, really.”

“Absolutely. It occurs to me that Ruckus would make an excellent watch dog, given half a chance.”

“God, think of the liability if he actually hurt someone.”

“Spoken like a true barrister.”

“You can’t let him bite people. You can’t even let him snarl or growl, for that matter, or jump up on people or slobber all over them like he was doing.”

“Indeed,” Arthur said.

She should have known that he was egging her on. “He has to heel when you’re walking, behave in public, sit down, and repress all those bouncy instincts of his.”

“Yes,” Arthur said, “exactly. When in public, one must sit down and be well-behaved. Don’t growl or jump up and slobber all over people.”

Gen lowered one of her eyebrows at him. “That was convenient.”

“Just a happy accident, I assure you. So, while we’re at the party, heel.”

“Fine,” she said, pretending to be put out, but quite honestly, it was an apt metaphor.

That night’s party was at someone’s apartment, and it was, as Arthur said, “A small gathering to celebrate someone-or-other’s daughter’s engagement, the fourth reception of its kind for the bride-to-be and a small one for people who might not attend something large and public.”

Gen stood beside Arthur as they rode a glass elevator up to the top of another posh apartment building. She was wearing the Louboutin shoes again. Arthur must have noticed that she was taller than usual because when she stood beside him in the elevator and the city lights fell away below them, he straightened, measuring her with his eyes, and smiled. He still had a few inches on her, but she was north of six feet in those stiletto heels.

Two hundred-ish glittering, perfect people were milling about in an enormous penthouse on top of a building in one of London’s fashionable districts. Not Arthur’s apartment, though. This one belonged to Lord and Lady Somesuch of Somewhere, but Gen couldn’t remember their names for more than a few minutes.

Arthur knew most of the people there, of course, and introduced her to everyone.

When Arthur smiled at her with his warm, affectionate smile after each introduction as his “close friend,” she almost believed him. She should be careful not to believe too much.

Heck, she was a barrister. That was probably overall good advice.

They made the rounds of the party, shaking hands, and Gen answered, “How do you do?” to everyone who said it to her, which was most of them.

What shocked her the most was the way that most of the people whom she said it to seemed pleased and relieved at only that little statement, and they moved on to less personal topics of conversation like the weather or the drinks, rather than risk speaking of something so intimate as how someone was doing.

Okay. So now she got it.

Arthur was just getting her a drink at the bar when Gen spotted a familiar couple across the room. The woman’s silver and gold hair was twisted up like a thick rope of jewelry.

“Oh, look,” she said. “There are your friends Elizabeth and Bentley, again.”

“Where?” Arthur asked, scanning the room.

“Over there, by the bar.” Gen waved over the crowd to them. Elizabeth smiled and waved back, but then turned back to her conversation.

Arthur took her elbow and steered her toward the other room where the party had spilled into the dining room, which was a convenient place to set drinks while nibbling on shrimp.

Again, bowls of shrimp were laid out all over the place. Their little tails ringed the edge of the bowl like ruffles.

Gen bet that all these fancy-butt parties had those huge, glass bowls of shrimp on ice, but no one ever laid out a nice seven-layer dip. These upper-class people would probably go ape for some proper seven-layer dip.

Or Jell-O shots.

Arthur said, “There are some other people I want you to meet.”

Other people were over in that other room, all right, and there were yet more people all over the place. Gen was dizzy with names and occupations and children’s names and hobbies and events, but she smiled and said, “How do you do?” when prompted.

So many people.

At one point, she found a bathroom and made use of it, just to breathe for a few minutes, if nothing else.

When she came out, she saw Arthur walking across the room toward the bar, and there was a moment—she almost didn’t believe she saw it because it was so quick—but Arthur clasped hands with Elizabeth, the older woman Gen had met, as he passed her. They didn’t acknowledge each other, didn’t look at each other’s eyes, didn’t speak. The instant of contact looked like a secret handshake or a magic trick.

Gen forced her way through the crowd, wedging herself between the men in suits and modern tuxedos and the women wearing black satin, gray lace, or navy blue silk. Everyone blocked her way as she tried to make her way over to him.

By the time she found Arthur, by the bar of course, he was standing with his hands in his pockets. “I ordered you some white wine.”

Gen smiled at him. “Sounds great. Why didn’t you say hi to Elizabeth?”

“Which Elizabeth? There are at least five, here. I know most of the people in attendance. Thanks to generations of inbreeding, I’m related to most of them, too.”

“No, that woman that you introduced me to. Her husband’s name is Bentley.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You touched her or something.”

His gray eyes looked so confused, even though he was smiling. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Arthur was so gorgeous when he smiled, his lips curving over his straight teeth, his laughing eyes twinkling like frost in the sunlight rimmed by midnight blue.

She said, “I’m sorry. It must have been nothing.”

He took his hands out of his pockets and reached for the glass the bartender was offering him. “Here’s your wine.”

Hours later, Gen was glad to finally escape.

Pippa and Arthur drove her home.

On the way, Arthur tapped the back of the seat to get Pippa’s attention and said, “Two. Maybe three.”

Pippa nodded.

Gen asked, “What was that?”

He smiled at her. “Minutes that I’ll be inside your house to check your new locks.”

“Thank you for those, but I really don’t think they’re necessary.”

“Good locks are important, even if we’re only pretending to be a couple.”

At least she was getting new locks at her house and office out of this arrangement.

Pippa stopped the car in front of Gen’s place, the ramshackle mouse-house propped between the other row houses.

Though Gen assured Arthur that the locks were more than adequate and properly installed, he bulled his way inside her small, terraced house. After seeing Arthur’s penthouse apartment a few days before, her mother’s little house had seemed so ragamuffin.

Arthur walked past her, despite her protestations, into the tiny space that he must have thought of as a closet with a couch. He inspected the new locks that he’d had installed on her windows and doors.

He poked at the locks on one of the windows on the rear of the house overlooking the small garden and frowned. “You need an electronic alarm system, one that will alert the police.”

She told him, “This neighborhood is really safe. I caught heck from my neighbors the other day when I let you in here because they didn’t know you. They’re probably all watching from their windows to make sure that you leave at a Godly hour.”

“I’m not worried about your neighbors,” he said, peering up through the window at the houses across her small yard and the fence beyond.

“Then who are you worried about?”

He kept looking out of the window. “People who are not your neighbors.”

Well, it made sense that Arthur was paranoid. He was worth billions. Doubtlessly, one of the reasons that he had been shuffled off to a boarding school in the remote Swiss Alps was the threat of kidnapping.

Gen bit her lip. That must have been a terrible way to grow up, locked away with all the other kids who were worth more as hostages than for their souls. “I’m sure I’ll be fine, Arthur. There’s no reason for anyone to care about me.”

“You might be surprised.” He tapped the window lock. “Have a good night, Gen.”

















Accident







On the way home from dropping off Gen, as a dark coldness filled the back seat of the car, Arthur leaned forward and said, “Pippa, find a place to pull over.”

“Problem, sir?” Pippa’s head, checking her mirrors as she looked at the streets and car parks that they passed.

“Yes. Two cars over, one back. The black sedan. Let it pass when you pull over.”

“There’s a green sedan, too,” she said.

“Yes.” Ah, Pippa has seen them, too. The cars had followed them from the party to Gen’s house and onward. He had made sure that all three had followed him. None had peeled off at Gen’s place.

He had been followed more and more, lately, by several cars, which meant a surveillance team. One time, he had been quite sure that four cars had been following him, a new record. Even Elizabeth didn’t rate four cars.

Pippa pulled the Bentley into an alley and stopped it.

Arthur shoved his door open and leapt out, slamming it behind himself. As he reached for the driver’s door, the door lock popped up and Pippa was already across the seat to the passenger side, her legs balled up as she scooted out of his way. Arthur slid into the driver’s seat, jammed the car into reverse, and jumped into traffic as Pippa buckled her seatbelt on the passenger side.

Pippa may have been a professional chauffeur, but Arthur had more specialized training.

The black car tailing them had already passed them, but the green car he had suspected was the second tail had pulled into a parallel parking space to wait. As he watched in the rearview mirror, it slid into the stream of traffic a few cars behind him, its headlights a little brighter than the other cars in the nighttime London traffic.

Cheeky of them to send someone into London to watch Arthur at home. When he was in Europe, he expected surveillance and took countermeasures, but being followed through the streets of Britain was new.

Arthur drove through the fluid London traffic, heavy for that late at night, drifting through lanes and turning quickly onto side streets. He doubled back once and became quite sure that a third car, a white economy sedan, was following them.

The car pinged because he hadn’t put on his seat belt, and he gunned the engine. It roared down the dark street.

He sped, cutting between cars and taking quick turns. Pippa watched the passenger mirror and by turning around, informing him of the other cars’ movements.

Elizabeth had passed a micro-USB stick to him at the party. When he’d had a moment of privacy, he’d examined it using his phone. Several files had been placed in a folder called “Examine and Report.” A second folder, titled “Personal,” contained a note that admonished him for his relationship with Gen. The note had clearly been written by Elizabeth herself. Arthur had seen too many examples of her Germanic-influenced grammar over the years to be fooled into thinking that it was from some other director. In the note, Elizabeth reminded Arthur that he was to “cultivate” Gen, to make sure that Gen was exceedingly invested in victory in his court case. Winning that court case and retaining his title and wealth was of utmost importance.

How the devil was Arthur supposed to cultivate Gen when Elizabeth so blatantly warned her off? Her comment in the ladies’ room that Gen had relayed to Arthur still rankled him.

Such contradiction. One might get the impression that Elizabeth was personally conflicted in the matter, but Arthur knew better than that.

In the rear view mirror, Arthur saw bright headlights swerve through the night to follow them around a corner.

Damn it.

Those tails might be from several different agencies, or they might be following each other, following him.

They might be dispatched by the CIA or the Mossad, too.

The Egyptian Gihaz al-Mukhabarat al-Amma was pissed at him right now, with good reason.

So was the Russian FSB, for excellent reasons.

Arthur smiled and whisked the Bentley through the traffic, whipping around other cars and spinning the wheels down side streets.

The other cars were still there.

He sped up, tracking their headlights through the dense London traffic.

The seatbelt warning alarm chimed again.

He could lose them. He knew he could. If he could just get an opening around the next corner to dodge through the rabbit warren streets of Westminster, he knew that he could lose the tails. Damn it, he was better than this.

Pippa said, “Arthur, watch that—”

A blinding whiteness.

Pain flashed through him.

Darkness slammed his ears and eyes from both sides.

He reached through the darkness, trying to stay conscious.

Gen.

















An Extreme Option







When Octavia Hawkes called Gen into her office the next day, Gen knew that it must be about Arthur even though she hadn’t seen any new evidence against him that morning. Gen had been all over the gossip pages, clicking and searching on her phone while she was doing her makeup and getting dressed in her small bathroom, but nothing new had shown up.

Maybe Octavia had found the pictures from the Parisian strip club, but those had been out for almost a week. Gen had had trouble finding them again because they had dropped off the bottoms of the pages and into the archives.

Surely, he could not have gotten into trouble last night. He had dropped her off at home well after midnight.

What was wrong with Arthur that he would go carousing so late at night, and what could he have done that was so spectacular that he had ended up on the gossip websites once again?

Or, what was wrong with Gen that she was so exceptionally boring and tedious that she drove a man to do something so insanely stupid just from being in her presence for a couple of hours?

Really, that question was every bit as valid as the one about Arthur.

When Gen knocked on Octavia’s imposing office door, Octavia was standing by her window, glaring at the rooftops around the buildings of Lincoln’s Inn. When Octavia looked over at Gen, her mouth was the smallest, angriest red dot that Gen had ever seen. The filler in her cheekbones stood out, making Octavia’s face look even more skull-like.

“Sit down, Gen.” Octavia barely moved her lips.

Gen sat. She folded her hands in her lap and waited for her boss to speak.

Octavia asked, “Have you seen them?”

Them? Oh, God. There must be more than one picture out there. “No. How bad are they?”

“Bad.” Octavia resumed staring out the window.

Gen checked her phone. No texts from Arthur. She typed to him, When will you be here?

The reply came in a moment. As soon as I can.

Where are you?

In the courtyard.

“He’ll be up here in just a minute,” Gen told Octavia. “He’s outside.”

“I’m surprised,” Octavia muttered.

Gen didn’t want to ask why.

Had Arthur been thrown in jail?

Had he managed to get himself all the way to Paris again? Was he in jail in Paris or in some stripper’s bedroom?

Had the pictures shown him to be, ahem, tied up in a most literal way that would impede him being able to make an appearance in his lawyers’ chambers? Yeah, that would elicit sarcasm like that from Octavia.

Gen sat with her ankles crossed and her knees locked together.

Octavia fumed in silence.

Five minutes later, Arthur limped into the room.

Limped.

A dark bruise ran up one side of his cheek, and his eyelid on that side was swollen. His stiff posture looked like his ribs were taped from being broken.

Gen jumped up. “Arthur!” She ran to him and touched his shoulder, afraid to grab him because she didn’t know how far or how deeply those bruises went. “What on God’s green Earth happened to you? Did someone jump you?” She went ahead and grabbed his shirt over his shoulder. “Were you in a fight? Did someone try to kidnap you? Is that why you’ve been having new locks put on my office and my house, because you’re in danger?”

The eyebrow over his unbruised eye rose. “Car accident.”

“Oh my God, Arthur. Come sit down.” She took his hand and led him over to the chairs in front of Octavia’s desk. “Is anything broken? Is Pippa all right?”

“Nothing broken.” Arthur smiled lopsidedly at Octavia. “If I’d’ve known that I would receive this treatment, I would have driven my car into a wall sooner.”

“You didn’t answer about Pippa. Is she all right?”

“Pippa is fine. Not a scratch on her. She got me out of the car before the police got there. I took the brunt of it.”

Gen sat him down in the chair, and because she didn’t want to touch his bruised face and hurt him, she gently smoothed back his hair. “You poor thing. You poor, poor thing.”

Arthur watched her, mostly with his eye that wasn’t nearly swollen shut. She almost thought she imagined it, but he might have tilted his head and leaned into her touch. He certainly closed his eyes.

Octavia butted in, “The accident management company called this morning with the details. He was sideswiped. The person who caused the accident fled the scene, and he barreled into a wall, missing several pedestrians on the sidewalk. Witnesses said that he was driving quickly but not dangerously. Oddly, his blood alcohol was under the limit, barely.”

Gen whirled on Octavia. “You knew about this?”

Octavia was staring at Gen, still angry. “I thought you knew.”

“No.” She turned back to Arthur. “I will sue the shit out of the other guy. I’ll take his house and his car and rip the shirt off his back. He’ll be walking naked down the street when I’m finished with him.”

“Hit and run,” Arthur said. He spoke like talking might be hurting him. Dark purples and red stained his skin up one side of his face.

“When the police find him, I’ll make him wish he had crawled into a hole and never come out.”

“The police won’t find him,” Arthur said.

“Why wouldn’t they be able to find him?”

“Just a hunch.”

Gen heard her voice becoming shrill but could not stop herself. She clutched his arm and stared into his battered face. “Was someone trying to hurt you?”

“Oh, no. Just a wrong place, wrong time thing, I’m sure.” He brushed off any other implications with a wave of his hand.

“And yet,” Octavia said, “there are newspaper items about your driving before the accident—erratic, high-speed driving, perhaps negligent—with pictures of the crashed and smoking car.”

Gen felt stupid when she squeaked, “The car caught on fire?”

“Just a little bit,” he assured her. “Practically not at all.”

Gen turned to Octavia. “I don’t know what to say.”

Octavia’s red lips were still pursed into an angry dot. “I would say that, despite the girlfriend charade, you’re not keeping him out of trouble.”

“He was in a car accident! It’s not like he was caught in a compromising situation.”

The black lines of Octavia’s eyeliner and heavy mascara narrowed around her brown eyes. “No. That was last week in Paris, wasn’t it?”

Oops.

Guess those pictures of Arthur with the three strippers weren’t as buried as Gen had thought. “I’m sorry,” she started.

“I only saw them this morning after his solicitors called. This is ridiculous,” Octavia said. “Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, I am hereby withdrawing as your barrister, which means Gen is off your case, too. We don’t fight hopeless causes like Atticus fucking Finch. Call your solicitors to find someone else to argue your case.”

“No!” Gen stood up.

Octavia’s lips were pressed into a hard line, and they barely moved when she spoke to Gen. “You can’t keep him out of trouble. Every time he drops you off at your house, he runs off like a tomcat that scents a female in heat. Not one but two sets of scandalous photos and a car wreck with suggestions of reckless driving in a few weeks? Two incidents would have been enough, but three? Impossible. It is impossible for us to continue as his barristers if he insists on living his life in this irresponsible, indefensible manner.”

“I could move in with him.” Gen slapped her hand across her own mouth. What was she saying?

Arthur staggered to his feet. “I agree.”

Gen looked at him. My God, he was serious.

“What!” Octavia’s jaw dropped as far as the tucked skin on her face would allow.

Gen asked him, “Are you okay with this?”

“I am entirely in your hands,” he said, bending from his trim waist in what looked like a courtly bow, a sore and stiff courtly bow.

Octavia said, “This is an outlandish scheme, entirely ill-advised.”

Arthur said, “The problems are occurring when we return Genevieve to her house, so she can stay at my apartment or at Spencer House.”

Octavia spoke to Gen. “No matter what I asked you to wear for Judge Roberts, I will not act as your literal pimp. This is insane.”

Gen protested, “I’m not sleeping with him.”

“Yes, and if you keep saying it just like that, the other barristers might continue to believe you. If you shack up with him, they will not.”

“I’m not sleeping with him!”

Octavia eyed Arthur and asked Gen, “You’re truly not?”

“No! That’s not the point, anyway,” Gen said. “The point is to keep him out of trouble.”

Arthur said, “Even with the new locks that I have had installed at Gen’s apartment and in chambers, her security is inadequate. She needs better security measures. She might as well stay with me for a few days or so until we can update her system.”

Octavia rounded on Gen. “You can’t install non-standard locks on your office door.”

Gen said, “He was worried about his personal information being stolen.”

“What if we needed a brief from your office?”

“I’m always here.”

“What if you were sick? Injured and in hospital?”

Gen planted her fists on her hips. “I’d drag myself in, holding my intestines in my hands, and unlock the door.”

“What if we needed it immediately?”

“That’s enough,” Arthur said, holding his hands up. “I furnished the Head Clerk a copy of the key.”

Octavia frowned as best she could, but her lips couldn’t turn down very far and her forehead didn’t move at all. “I’ll check with Celestia. I suppose that’s sufficient.”

“About Gen moving in with me,” Arthur pressed.

Octavia stared up at him, her head tilted far back. “You could just behave like an adult without anyone babysitting you.”

“Evidently, that’s unlikely,” he said.

“Why?” Octavia asked, glaring at him.

Gen said, “His trial isn’t due to start for months, anyway. We keep postponing it.”

“Why are we postponing it? Every time we do, His Lordship—” Octavia could make her words pour sarcasm when she wanted to “—does something asinine and gives them more evidence.”

“It was Horace’s strategy,” Gen said. “His notes said that, because the losing outcome was so dire even if unlikely, forestalling the trial was preferable. Plus, we think that the claimant is paying his lawyer on a no-win, no-fee basis.”

“That’s odd,” Octavia said. “Orval usually doesn’t take cases on that basis.” The law is a small world.

“But delaying is certainly a viable tactic.”

Octavia frowned. “Indeed, but it runs up costs and delays the inevitable, tying up time and resources. Solicitors send over trial instructions for just this reason.”

Arthur said, “About Gen moving in with me.”

Gen looked up at him, watching the serious expression on his battered face and in his silvery eyes, or at least the eye that wasn’t swollen nearly shut.

Octavia said, “You’re rather intent on that, aren’t you?”

“My places have better locks and security systems,” Arthur assured her.

Places. Plural.

Disgustingly rich people were weird.

Octavia said, “But Gen isn’t the one who looks as if they’ve been through a meat grinder. It seems that your protection is not particularly effective.” She turned to Gen. “We should drop this case today.”

“No,” both Arthur and Gen said. They looked at each other.

Gen said, “I can keep Arthur out of trouble. I’ll move in with him to do it, and we’ll win this case. No more stalling on it, either. We’ll set a court date.”

Octavia glared at both of them. “You had better be correct about this, Genevieve. We’ll give it one more month, but I want to see a court date on the calendar or you could face other challenges. Sun Tzu said, ‘When your weapons are dulled, your ardor dampened, your strength exhausted and your treasure spent, other chieftains will spring up to take advantage of your extremity.’”

“We promise,” Gen said.

Octavia whipped around and glared straight at Arthur. “And no touching.”

















Threats







After Arthur arrived home from Gen’s law office, he collapsed into his bed.

Ruckus, his little dog, was sleeping on the other side of the bed, miracle of miracles. The beast had bounced beside his bed for twenty minutes, begging for a walk, when Arthur had crawled into the bed, sore and thoroughly exhausted.

The emergency room physicians at the hospital had assured him that his ribs were not broken, just bruised, but he was quite sure that at least one was cracked. He had had broken ribs before, more than once. He knew what it felt like. It felt like this sharp pain cutting through his side when he breathed. Each inhale and exhale moved the broken bone.

The pain pills should take effect soon, he hoped. A bit of sleep before that dinner tonight would be welcome.

His face throbbed. More bruises, he was assured. That, he believed. His skin felt swollen and scraped, but the bones underneath felt whole.

His phone chirped the normal tone, and he picked it up.

The screen read Serle’s Court Barristers.

He swiped the dot, and the pain receded for a moment at the prospect of hearing Gen’s voice. “Yes?”

A woman who was definitely not Gen Ward said in a lower, angry voice, “What are you up to, Arthur?”

Ah. The call was from Octavia Hawkes, Gen’s pupil mistress, not Gen.

Disappointment rolled through him, flattening him to the bed.

Arthur almost dropped the phone.

He would have to think about that, but later. “Yes, Octavia?”

“Arthur, we need to discuss your idea about Genevieve Ward moving in with you.”

“It was actually her idea to move in.”

“This had better not be some scam to get that girl into bed with you.”

“It isn’t,” he protested. “I wouldn’t.”

“Oh, bullshit. Your usual modus operandi is to whisk a woman off to some overly warm locale, buy her a range of bikinis and lingerie, and throw money and alcohol around until she falls on her back.”

“I do not.” Arthur shouldn’t have bothered wasting his breath with that denial. Those pain pills must be making his brain fuzzy.

“I swear to God, Arthur. To be frank, she’s a nice girl. She’s a hard worker and a sharp barrister, and I think she may be an excellent addition to Serle’s Court if you don’t fuck it up for her. If she’s caught fucking a client, the best I can do is to get her a third six in some other chambers, where she might have a shot at obtaining tenancy, but that’s if she isn’t hauled before the Ethics Board or the Bar Council for ethics violations.”

“Yes, Oct,” he said.

“If you ruin her chances, I will drop your case, and no one else from Serle’s Court will touch it. No one from any reputable barristers’ chambers will touch it. You’ll have some hack representing you, and you will lose your earldom, all the wealth associated with it, and your status. For all I know, you’ll have no means of support. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

“Yes, Oct.”

Her tone softened. “Don’t fuck her over. You’ve broken enough hearts in this office.”

“Surely you don’t mean yourself.”

“I knew what you were, Arthur. I meant Lily, Celestia, Evelynne—”

Arthur cringed with each name Octavia Hawkes listed.

“—Lacey-Jade, Darcey, Zarah, Summer—”

“You forgot Maddison,” he said.

Octavia’s dry tone chastised him. “I was going to ask you whether I should go on because I was tiring of listing names.”

“Oh. Please don’t.” He stretched. His bruised and battered muscles groaned inside him.

“They were all admins, clerks, or weren’t associated with your case. Gen is different. I hate to use the term in this day and age, but you could ruin her.”

“I’m aware of that, and I—” Dare he say it? “—I like her, Oct. She seems kind.”

“You have no idea, Arth.”

He laid his head down on the pillow, resting. The linen cooled his cheek. “Don’t I?”

“Probably not, and it’s not my place to discuss it with you. Now, don’t fuck her and ruin her chances with us and with the Ethics Board, all right?”

“I won’t, Oct.”

“Good. You looked like crap this morning.”

“You didn’t. You looked sharp as always. You’re formidable in court.”

Her softer voice sounded pleased when she said, “Get some sleep, Arth.”

After Octavia had hung up the phone, instead of getting some sleep, Arthur dialed a different number.

“Yes,” a woman’s voice said.

Arthur said, “I’ve had a problem, and I’m going to need some help.”

















Shacking Up







That evening after work, Gen was driven back to her place by Pippa to pack up a few things. The driver’s shining gray hair was neatly combed in place, and her skin was smooth, unscratched, and unbruised. She hopped when she bustled out of the car to open Gen’s door.

Dusk was settling over the narrow streets of London as the car, a shiny, black Rolls Royce Phantom, growled in the cooling air. Minuscule twinkling lights salted the car’s ceiling like stars.

Jeez, who had a Rolls as their back-up car?

“Are you all right, after the accident?” Gen asked Pippa.

“Perfectly fine, but I was wearing my seatbelt,” she said. “One bruised shoulder from the belt, and the airbag skinned my nose a bit.”

Gen couldn’t see the abrasion on Pippa’s nose. “I’m glad to hear it. Where’s Arthur?”

“Resting. There’s another charity event to attend, I’m afraid.”

“I can’t believe he’s taking me to all these things.”

“I can’t believe you’re going with him. My God, they must be boring. I’d rather wait in the car with a book.”

“You wait in the car? Oh, we can get a taxi.”

“First of all, it’s my job. I’m being paid quite well to read a book in a very comfortable car. Second, there are usually rooms where the other chauffeurs wait, but then I would have to talk to the other humans and pretend that I liked them.”

Gen laughed. “All right, then.”

“And Lord Severn has had a few dresses sent around for you. He says that if you would like to go shopping, you’re to take his card and I’m to drive you. However, in the interest of time, dresses are already at his apartment. Graham picked them out.”

“I’m sure they’re lovely. Can you tell him thank you?”

“You’ll see him in an hour or so, and I believe that he is sleeping now. The emergency room and X-rays took a while last night, and then he had some early business meetings.” Pippa stopped the car in front of Gen’s mother’s house. “I’ll be waiting right here when you come back with your things, reading my book. Don’t rush.”

Gen rushed.

She dashed around her bedroom on the third floor of the cozy house, a converted attic space that was still smaller than she imagined any of Arthur’s closets to be. She tossed her several business suits into a garment bag and jammed handfuls of pantyhose, underwear, and bras in the bottom. Down the stairs to the second floor where her mother’s bedroom and the full bathroom were, and she used her arm to scoop all the makeup on the counter into a shopping bag.

Done.

She raced out of the house and cranked the key in the three shiny new locks.

Pippa had reclined her seat and was reading a thick paperback. A sword and a crown were painted on the cover. “Back so soon? No one even died yet.”

“No problem. I just needed a few things.” She wrestled the overstuffed garment bag into the back seat ahead of herself as if it were a six-foot-tall drunk slug. “I’m sorry it took so long.”

“Not too long at all,” sighed Pippa, closing her book. “Off to Lord Severn’s.”

Pippa rode the elevator up with her, showed her how to use the security card, told her the code, and handed the card over to her.

Gen said, “Oh, I couldn’t.”

Pippa shook the card at her. “Of course, you must.”

It was logical that she should have a key to the apartment if she were living there. Gen tucked the card in her wallet.

Pippa said, “And Lord Severn would like you to utilize one of his cars while you’re here. You’ll meet his other driver tonight.”

“I wondered if you ever got a day off.”

Pippa smiled at her. “Lord Severn treats us very well, as well he should. I could tell you such stories.”

“Oh, please do,” Gen said.

Pippa winked at her. “But he pays us too well.” She ushered Gen from the entryway into the apartment. “The staff will bring up your things from the car.”

Pippa went back into the elevator and was gone.

Gen was alone in the sprawling living room, and the emptiness went all the way to the unoccupied creamy sectional couch and the vacant veranda and out into the empty air and the green swells of the treetops of Hyde Park across the street.

Wow, this place was big. Even if you broke up that couch into all its pieces and fit them together like a Tetris puzzle, it still wouldn’t have fit in the reception room at Gen’s little house.

Frantic scratching skittered, and Gen turned in time to see Ruckus barreling into the room at her. “Oh, no! Down boy!”

Ruckus launched himself through the air and bounced off her boobs. He landed on his back on the couch.

Undeterred, he leapt right back at her and sprinted around her legs in circles, his wagging tail whipping the backs of her calves.

“Ruckus, honey. Sit! Sit!”

Behind her, a man said, “Ms. Ward, I presume?”

She stood up from trying to grab Ruckus’s collar. “Yes, sir?”

Behind the living room, a half-staircase led down into a long dining room. A man stood there, his jet black hair slicked back against his head from his sharp widow’s peak. His suit was as tailored and shiny as his hair, and his eyes glittered like obsidian. “I’m Royston Fothergill, the head of staff for Lord Severn. Mr. Hollands, if you would?”

Another man in a black suit rushed in and dragged Ruckus away by his collar, muttering, “Bad dog. Bad dog. Down. Ouch. Bad dog. You need your claws trimmed.”

Royston Fothergill said, “Madam.”

“How do you do,” Gen said. Hey, she remembered.

“How do you do,” Royston Fothergill said. His voice was pitched low, an octave below where his voice might naturally be, and quiet but firm. She couldn’t decide if he sounded more like an old-timey butler or a vampire. “Lord Severn is still resting. I am to show you to your room and help you settle in. This way, if you please.”

Mr. Fothergill led her across the wide room and into a long hallway that meandered farther into the high-rise building. The kitchen was predictably enormous, probably because it was meant for catering parties. The black stone counters gleamed, reflecting the silver appliances that Gen supposed were stainless steel but might have been actual silver. The breakfast bar across the center island seated six.

The hallway ran back into the house, and Mr. Fothergill motioned down the corridor. “You may go anywhere in the house except the third bedroom, the door on the right. That is Lord Severn’s private study.”

Oh, yeah. Private study. The room must be either a Red Room of Kinky Stuff or a home theater dedicated to porn. Yeah, Arthur probably had a couple of kinks that probably needed a whole room to deal with. Or maybe it was worse. What could be worse? Maybe he had something in there that needed to be hosed down afterward.

Ew.

The butler showed Gen to the first bedroom, where two women wearing black dresses were hanging up her business suits from her garment bag.

“I can do that,” Gen said.

Mr. Fothergill ignored her outburst. “Your bathroom is in here,” he said, opening a door in the side wall. Behind him, an alabaster white bathroom sparkled, and again, this little guest bath was far larger than the only full bathroom that Gen and her mother had at home. There were two sinks in this one, plus a soaking tub that Gen might have drowned in, had she not learned to swim at the local YMCA and the shallow, warm Gulf of Mexico off the Texas coast.

The king-sized bed that stood against one wall was dressed in ecru and trimmed with subtle threads of gold glinting in the winter sunlight.

Nice, the bedroom was nice, but Gen kind of wished that she had grabbed the red and green Rose of Sharon quilt that her mother had made when Gen was a kid. The quilt was a little threadbare, but the cotton still smelled like sunlight.

The bedroom smelled slightly like fresh glue, like maybe the carpeting was new, but even more like the huge bowl of rose potpourri that stood between two vases packed full of fresh, white roses. The flowers reflected in the mirror of the dresser they stood on.

“Is the room all right?” she heard Arthur say.

Gen spun.

Arthur was leaning against the door frame, again dressed in the longest-legged denim jeans that Gen had ever seen. He had to have those custom made. No one made inseams that long.

The bruises on his face made her think of lemon juice seeping out of an eggplant.

“The room is beautiful. I can’t believe it, it’s so beautiful.”

“I’ve never had a babysitter before.”

Mr. Royston Fothergill and the two women looked at each other and high-tailed it out of the room, excusing themselves to squeeze by Arthur. When they were gone, he walked over and sat on a chair, the chair beside the loveseat. The chair, loveseat, and coffee table filled some of the space in the huge bedroom.

When Arthur sat, he eased himself into the chair.

She said, “You were in a car accident last night. Don’t you think you should beg off from the party tonight, take it easy?”

Arthur shrugged, his broad shoulders lifting carelessly, except that his left shoulder didn’t drop as quickly as the other. He looked stiff, and he was still leaning over, his hands braced on his knees, breathing through his nose. “The benefit is for some earthquake, somewhere. If I don’t go, others will be less inclined to do the right thing. Occasionally, I’m a good influence, no matter what people say.”

He really shouldn’t be running around the city all beat up like that.

Gen was standing in front of him, and she balled up her hands and set them on her hips. “Can’t you just send them a check? We could stay in, maybe order some food from Mumbai Take-Away?”

Arthur looked up, his gaze climbing from her pantsuit knees all the way up to her eyes.

Looking down at him was a new experience. His cheekbones were even more pronounced, and his chin more triangular.

His head dipped as he swallowed. He didn’t blink, and his silvery eyes were opened wide. The swelling was going down fast on the bruised one. His dark eyelashes were so thick that it almost looked like he was wearing eyeliner, except she was close enough to see that he wasn’t.

He said, “Maybe we could do that, sometime. Maybe we could watch a movie.”

“I’m not propositioning you. I’m not suggesting Netflix and chill. You look like you’ve been run over by a truck, and maybe you shouldn’t go out tonight.”

“I was merely suggesting, some night that I don’t have a scheduled engagement, perhaps we could watch a movie and get some take-away.” His eyes were so silver-blue that they looked luminous. “Maybe we could make popcorn.”

“Yeah,” Gen said. Her breath was stuck in her chest like she couldn’t quite inhale, and he hadn’t looked away from her. “I’d like that.”

“But we can’t tonight,” he said, sitting back in the chair and rubbing his hand over the shadow on his cheek. “We have an event, and I should shave before we go.”

“You don’t have to,” Gen said. “You look fine.”

“I should at least shave. I am thought to be thoroughly disreputable already.”

“Those bruises look horrid, and a little bit of scruff on a man isn’t a bad thing.”

A slow smile started at the corners of his mouth. “It isn’t?”

“No.” My God. What was she saying? “I think it looks good on you.”

He watched her for another moment, that smile spreading across his mouth. He said, “Then I’ll just trim it up a bit around the edges. We are running late, and the sooner we make an appearance, the sooner we can leave tonight.”

“Sounds good,” she said.

Arthur grabbed the arms of the chair and pushed, levering himself to standing. He didn’t wince, but one of his dark eyebrows twitched downward.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. “That looked like it hurt.”

“I’m fine.” He straightened and sucked in a breath. “The A&E doctor prescribed some pills. I’ll take some for tonight so that I don’t embarrass myself.”

















What He Would Do







Hours later, sometime near midnight, Gen held Arthur’s warm, huge hand as he leaned against the wall of the elevator.

She asked him, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” he slurred. “A little buzzed. No problem.”

Oliver, the driver who had relieved Pippa and driven the Rolls Royce to the hotel where the charity event had been held, was staring at Arthur. His dark eyes were huge on his face as he looked on with horror.

“He’s never like this,” Oliver said for the thousandth time.

“I think it was the pain pills,” Gen whispered to Oliver. “And then his brother was there, and the two of them were matching shots in some sort of unspoken machismo drinking contest, but Christopher wasn’t on Oxycontin for bruised ribs.”

“My ribs are properly broken,” Arthur said, “not bruised. I know what it bloody well feels like. Some thugs jumped me in Cairo a few years ago and broke my ribs. Got my wallet but not the flash drive they were after. Thugs. Assholes. Thugs.” He mumbled something else, maybe in some other language, but Gen couldn’t make it out.

The elevator doors slid apart.

Gen said, “Come on, honey. Let’s get you to bed.”

“All right. If you insist.”

From anyone else, that might have sounded leering and smarmy, but Arthur’s monotone voice just sounded exhausted.

Gen led Arthur out of the elevator, and he walked under his own power, not stumbling, not falling all over things and slobbering, but he wove when he walked. He crowded up next to her, veering when he walked, and for a moment, her face was practically lying on his shoulder. Traces of the sweet spices and musk of his cologne clung to the warm skin on his neck, and a faint whiff of whiskey fell from his breath.

Oliver peered around Arthur at Gen. Oliver’s Caribbean accent lilted when he asked, “Do you want me to stay? Help you get him to his room?”

It was after ten o’clock, so all the other staff had gone home. The dark apartment stretched across the building. The dim floor lights were glowing puffballs in the blackness.

Arthur told Oliver, “Thank you, but we’re fine. Gen doesn’t need to help me to bed at all. I am never drunk. And I’m certainly never hung over.”

Several gossip websites had published photographic evidence to the contrary, but okay, whatever Arthur needed to believe to get him through the night.

He was thoroughly wasted at the moment. Every time he leaned against something, he fell asleep. His silvery eyes had dulled to gray-blue, and he hadn’t opened them fully when she had led him from the car.

Oliver glanced at Gen. “What do you think, Miss? Are you all right?”

Arthur leaned against the wall and stared at his feet. “No one needs to help me to bed. I’m fine. Thank you both for your concern. Oliver, we won’t need your services. Good night.”

Oliver was still looking around Arthur’s shoulder at Gen. His skin was browner but not much lighter than the arm of Arthur’s tuxedo. “Miss?”

Gen had liked Oliver from the moment she’d met him, his easy formality and gentleness had made it easy to do so, and she didn’t want to get him in trouble. “We’ll be fine. I’m sure he’ll be fine. I’ll follow him to his bedroom and then leave him there.”

Arthur left them standing in the foyer as he walked, carefully and in a mostly straight line, across the long, dark living room. Someone must have closed the thick, glass doors that ran across the room because the traffic outside was almost silent.

Gen told Oliver, “He isn’t even swaying. I guess we’ll be fine.”

“All right.” Oliver held out a white card for her between two stubby fingers. “I’ll wait in the car downstairs for five minutes. Even after that, you can call me, and I’ll come right back.”

She smiled at him, “Thank you,” but she took the card.

Oliver stepped into the elevator, and Gen chased Arthur through the living room. “Arthur? Honey? You okay?”

“I’m fine,” he said, walking slowly. He reached out and touched the railing that divided the living room area from the step-down dining room but didn’t falter.

“I know you’re fine. I just want to make sure you get to bed all right.”

“I’m fine.” He trailed his fingers down the railing.

“I have never seen someone drink so much, and you fell asleep in the car on the way back.”

“I hardly slept last night.”

“It was really hard to wake you up.”

“Ask the dorm mothers at Le Rosey how hard it was to wake me up for class. I sleep like the dead.” He was still slurring his words.

“Just let me see you to your room.” She caught up with him and took his hand.

Arthur pulled his hand away and stopped in the short hallway that led to his bedroom, which was far away from the guest bedroom where Gen was supposed to sleep. “Don’t.”

“Look, this might be just an arrangement, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends. A friend would pour you into bed and take your shoes off.”

He was standing right in front of her in the dark, and the lights of London shone in through the glass wall and glinted in his eyes in the dark.

“And then what?” he asked. “And then you, also having had too much to drink—”

“I haven’t had too much to drink.” Maybe a few, but not too many.

“—would kiss my forehead good night, and I’d reach for you and pull you into bed with me.”

“This isn’t a stupid, shallow movie where the pretty people fall into bed for no good reason. I wouldn’t do that.”

“Maybe you couldn’t resist me. Maybe I will cast my spell on you.”

“Oh, good grief, Arthur. You make it sound like you’re the ancient British god of sex.”

“Maybe that’s it. Maybe I’m the reincarnated Druidic Young God, and that’s why every woman I meet hands me her panties and leaves with a smile on her face.”

“Or maybe you’re drunk and full of yourself, honey.” Gen mused about it, there in the dark penthouse above London because she had had too much to drink. “Besides, sex is just poking and vague hip movements, maybe some moaning or squirming.”

In the shadows, Arthur leaned on the railing, a dark figure in the darker room. “Are you a virgin?”

“Oh, God, no.” Gen waved one hand.

He said, “You sound like you are.”

“I assure you, I’m not. I just don’t see what all the fuss is about.”

He shrugged, the shoulders of his silhouette rising and falling. “The fuss is the best part.”

“Everyone does the same fuss. It’s all just more of the same.”

“Oh, no, it’s not.”

“Your fuss can’t be so different than everyone else’s. What could you do to a woman that’s so different?”

He stepped toward her.

Gen didn’t step back, not this time. Maybe it was the dark, maybe it was the tequila punch, but the warm, spiced scent of his cologne drifted through the night to her, and something darker, more masculine, as his shadow loomed above her.

He ducked his head and whispered near her shoulder. “First, I’d turn her around so that she was facing this wall, here.” He tapped the white plaster that separated the living room from the kitchen. “I’d press my body against her back as I kissed the nape of her neck and her shoulders that I had been looking at all night but couldn’t touch.”

“Oh, a wall. That’s not so different.” She couldn’t seem to catch her breath, but she managed to say it.

He whispered, “I’d caress her ass and hips with my hands as I held her here, my mouth hot on her skin, and just as she was so sensitive that everything felt like pleasure, I would begin to bite. I would spin her around and kiss her mouth and touch her until she was begging for me to take her.”

Arthur’s breath brushed Gen’s bare shoulder while he spoke, and she could feel the hard consonants on her skin, puffs of warmth when he said spin and begging.

His hand touched her hip.

He said, “Then, I’d shove her over the back of that sofa over there—”

They both glanced at the low couch, the creamy leather visible in the darkness.

His voice was lower, hoarser, as he whispered, “—with her hanging down the other side and all the blood rushing to her head, her dark hair draped over the couch, and with her legs off the floor and kicking and her gorgeous ass in the air. I’d bury my tongue between her legs and eat her pussy from behind until she screamed from a blinding orgasm like she had never felt before.”

Gen said, “Um—” Her voice sounded more breathless, and her lips felt swollen even though he hadn’t kissed her at all.

His hand warmed her hip through her dress.

“After that,” he turned back to where his mouth was near her shoulder again, whispering, “I would spin her around, force her to her knees, and fuck her mouth and deep into her throat with my fist wrapped in her long, dark hair.”

Gen swallowed, suddenly aware of her tongue in her mouth and her long, dark hair down her back.

“And then I would pick her up in my arms, kiss her hard, and take her over to that chair by the fireplace,” Gen glanced over at the white chair that had looked so respectable until just then, “and I’d let her ride me until she came again, panting, and she collapsed against me.”

Could he do all that? It seemed unbelievable that a man could be so extravagant, sexually.

Or, maybe it was beyond Gen’s experience that a man would be so extravagant, sexually.

She asked, “And then?”

He growled near her ear, whispering, “And then I’d lay her lush, sumptuous body down on the floor, on that soft, thick rug over there in front of the fireplace. I’d take her slowly, gently, until she was quivering in my arms and her orgasm started deep inside her, spreading throughout her body, shaking her down into her very soul, devastating her. Hours. I’d stay with her for hours until that night was the most amazing in her life, the one that she would measure all others against.”

Gen stared at the rug and at the cold fireplace—a dark square with mirrored tiles that reflected the London lights outside—where such a thing might happen. The room’s warm air seemed stuck in her chest so that she could barely breathe.

Arthur stepped back, maybe half a step, leaving her turned aside. She struggled to keep her wobbly knees from folding.

Good Lord, she would have slid right down the wall to the floor.

“That’s not quite the same kind of fuss.” She licked her lips, which felt unaccountably swollen under her tongue.

When Gen looked back at Arthur, he was standing back, but he was watching her. Darkness filled the room, gathering in the corners and shadows.

Arthur didn’t move as he stood, still as a ghost. When she looked at the way that he was turned, she knew he must be watching her.

Gen entirely believed him. No wonder women reacted that way around him. It was like they could sense what he could do to them, what he would do to them.

She had a decision to make, right here. Her shaking legs and her leaden feet bound her to the floor, but she had to move.

Should she walk away or step toward him?

Back or forward?

Choose.

There in the shadows, Arthur was so tall that his shoulders blocked the white wall behind him. Once he grabbed her, she would be helpless. He could do anything to her. He could hurt her. He could hurt her more.

Gen slid her toe to the side. “I had better go to my room now.”

He stepped farther away and opened his hand toward the hallway that led to her room, as gentlemanly as always, and nodded as she scurried away.

When she turned and looked back, he was standing with his hands in his pockets, watching her go.

















Business Meeting







Arthur looked out the plate glass window. The city of London—glass, steel, and tarmac with occasional rivers of green or dormant-yellow grass—spread out fifteen stories below.

He sat on the one side of a long conference table with twelve other people, an even mix of men and women and a multi-cultural cross-section of upper-crust Britain. All wore business suits as tailored and expensive as his suit. All looked manicured, coiffed, and very wealthy.

Arthur was one of the younger people at the table, he estimated. Most of the other board members were in their forties and well beyond.

Where had Gen gone that morning?

Arthur had awakened at six o’clock in the godforsaken morning, still dressed in his stale tuxedo with his ribs and his face and his skull pounding in time with the flashing numbers on the clock beside the bed. God above, he was never wamble-cropped after a night of drinking—his liver was a glorious pinnacle of evolution—but that morning, he felt absolutely wretched.

Mixing Oxycontin with vodka was a terrible idea. He made a note of it.

By the time he had crawled out of the sheets and made himself presentable, Gen was already gone.

Pippa had been drinking coffee in the kitchen, she looked at him with knowingness in her brown eyes. She had crossed her arms and smirked at him. “Rough morning?”

Oliver must have narced to the rest of the staff. Arthur had long suspected that his staff collaborated on keeping tabs on him. They may even use some sort of phone app to facilitate it. He had caught them furtively checking their phones too many times.

“Where’s Gen?” Arthur asked her, pouring himself a cup of coffee and praying that it was strong.

“Out,” Pippa said.

He sipped. The stinging coffee was so bitter that his throat closed. Excellent. His staff knew how to take care of him. “Where did you take her?”

“She is perfectly safe and asked for it to be kept private.”

“I’m your boss.”

“You don’t pay me that much.” Pippa sipped her coffee and went back to reading her book.

An hour and a bit later, when he was mostly recovered from being as drunk as a lord, so to speak, Pippa drove him to a scheduled meeting while he watched for cars tailing them.

No amateurs out there today, but he found three cars discreetly following him instead of falling in with the flow of traffic. From their easy trade-offs, he could tell they were obviously professionals.

Hopefully, at least one of them had been sent by Elizabeth and her organization.

For an hour prior to leaving for the meeting, he had iced the side of his face and ribs, trying to reduce the swelling. He was certainly the only one in the board room who looked like he had been in a bare-knuckle fistfight.

The others were discussing how to advise the CEO of Britain’s largest bank, considering some of the current political changes.

Arthur wanted to tell the CEO to harden his computer servers because they were exquisitely vulnerable to hacking, and that was certainly part of the current political climate.

But he didn’t. Arthur behaved like a proper nobleman board member and translated a few memos from one of their Russian associates for the board, which earned him approving nods from some of the other board members. Some of them were nodding to thank him. Some were confirming his translation was accurate.

Where had Gen gone that morning?

Arthur wasn’t stalking her. Stalking was something else entirely, and she did live in his house. Surely, this interest in her whereabouts and her safety couldn’t be considered stalking.

Wanting to make sure that she was safe was perfectly natural. Friendly. Like she had said last night, they were just friends. It was perfectly normal for friends to ensure each other’s safety, to talk to each other about many things.

He also remembered, vaguely, the other things he had been telling her.

Things he had wanted to do to her for weeks now, ever since she had begun posing as his girlfriend.

It hadn’t even been his idea that they should live together. Gen had proposed that she should move in with him. These thoughts could hardly be considered his fault. They were natural thoughts that any heterosexual male might have about a beautiful, voluptuous woman who was around him so very much.

They had lunch together several days of the week. He watched her in court often. He studied every move that she made, like when she bent over to check something on her computer and her round, curvy ass filled out her trousers so beautifully.

What man wouldn’t have such thoughts? Arthur wasn’t a saint. He had certainly never pretended to be a saint.

Quite the opposite.

The board of directors around the table was discussing cultural problems in the Middle East and a possible partnership, so he added a quick comment that the possible partner’s electronic infrastructure was not as secure as it needed to be for this bank to do business with them. Some people took his advice. Others dismissed it and were more interested in the cultural problems that the bank would face.

He should be taking notes to include who said what about which in his report, but his hand was sore where his knuckles had bounced off the car’s window.

And his broken ribs hurt.

Yet Arthur should remember his job and his duty, so he chastised himself to pay closer attention to the discussion.

The people around him talked about banking.

Arthur greatly hoped that he had not said anything off the night before. Afterward, his dreams had been all tangled up with what he had said to Gen, and he wasn’t sure where the evening had ended and his drunken dreams had begun. He had dreamed all night of taking that pale blue dress off of her creamy skin, stroking the velvet of her flesh until she cried out his name, and burying himself in her until he could think of nothing but her softness and that flowery, delicious perfume she wore.

“Lord Severn,” a woman’s voice said.

“Yes.” Arthur made it sound more like a reply than an admission that he hadn’t been paying attention.

“Don’t you think we should advise our European counterparts of this development?”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” He had no idea what he’d agreed to.

He was due to meet Gen for an intimate lunch in a few hours and then watch her in court that afternoon.

Perhaps he could discern how much he had told her over lunch and apologize for whatever he had said. He hoped he hadn’t mentioned some of the things that ran through his mind, things with ropes and leather ties and certain objects.

He’d been accused of many things, but being boring wasn’t one of them.

But Jesus, if he had scared her off, he would kick himself.

He would especially hate himself because he knew that something had happened to her, something that she would not discuss.

No matter what he had said, taking any of it back would be a lie.

Maybe he could plead drunkenness.

She might believe that.

She would absolutely believe that he was an idiot, so he might consider leading with that.

Around him, the discussion went on, and on, and Arthur gazed out the window, wondering where Gen had gone that morning.

















Another Client Gone







After visiting her mother at the long-term care home for a few hours in the early morning, Gen was sitting at her small pupil desk in her closet-office. She interspersed typing briefs on her laptop with fielding emails from her friends Lee and Rose about where the Hell she had been lately and why she wasn’t eating take-away curry with them every night.

Coffee, she wrote back to them. I’ll meet you in the library for a bit of pupilskive and coffee.

Coffee in the library, because she was meeting Arthur for lunch and she couldn’t work late that night. Arthur had added another charity dinner to her calendar. Good God, he had charity events most nights of the week. Every different disaster and cause and problem had its own charity, and every single one of those had multiple events.

She wasn’t sure why or how Arthur attended them all.

It did look good for his case when she listed the many, myriad causes that he personally supported.

Gen worked nonstop through the rest of the morning, reading depositions and devilling some briefs for Violet Devereux.

Devereux the Devil in the Devilhouse must be clocking at least four hundred billable hours a week, maybe five hundred. Her billing required two full-time clerks, whereas most of the other barristers in the firm shared a clerk with at least three other barristers. She was bringing in boatloads of money for herself and for the chambers, which received a percentage of her fees, so no one asked how she did it.

Really, no one had to ask. Everyone saw the little devils scurrying in and out of her office all day.

Gen was writing an opinion on a libel case, for which Violet Devereux would take credit and then pay Gen. Gen did a few of these briefs and opinions a week, sometimes one a day. Devilling paid for the things that her pittance of a stipend would not begin to cover, and Gen had no qualms about heading over to the Devilhouse to make some extra cash.

And yet, even when she was thoroughly engrossed in the law and ramifications of the libel suit, she could not stop thinking about what Arthur had said last night. Portions of it played in her mind behind the words on the brief.

It was all wholly inappropriate of course. Very NSFW.

Arthur should never have said it.

Gen should never have heard it.

And she certainly shouldn’t have kept telling him to go on.

But she had.

And when he had breathed his warm, alcohol-scented breath on her shoulder and his hand had rested on her hip, she had almost—almost—turned and flung herself against him.

When she had fled to her room, she had locked the door behind herself, but her door had not rattled at all.

Arthur must have gone back to his bedroom.

Because of course, he had.

He probably had not even realized that he had been talking to Gen. He probably had thought, in his sloppy, drunken state, that he was talking to one of the models or actresses or strippers he dated. Or Peony Sweeting.

No one would talk that way to poor, plumpy-dumpy Genevieve Ward. Not considering her cankles, her fat butt, and her horsey face, and certainly never someone rich, ripped, and hot like Arthur Finch-Hatten. It was against the laws of nature, if not actually against the laws of Great Britain.

Gen tucked her head down and got back to work.

At eleven, Rose and Lee showed up at her office door. Gen was ready to go for coffee in the library and met them at the door, holding her purse and her umbrella.

Rose Pennelegion pursed her full ruby-red lips—her lipstick perfectly applied as always—and patted her tightly coiffed hair.

Rose said, “What.”

“The.” Lee Fox looked over her over-sized sunglasses at Gen, her scarlet bangs almost touching the frames.

“Hell,” Rose said.

“Are.”

“You.”

“Doing?” Lee finished.

They both glared at her.

Lee held out her phone, the screen aggressively facing out.

A picture of Gen with Arthur Finch-Hatten was on the screen. In the picture, Gen was wearing a dove gray gown covered with shimmering beads, and the cast iron underwear pushed up her boobs to nearly under her chin. Arthur’s devious grin spoke volumes.

Gen said, “Yeah, about that—”

They bum-rushed Gen back into her office and slammed the door.

Rose started, “Gen, we are very concerned about your career and your well-being.”

Lee said, “I don’t know whether to stage an intervention or demand sex pictures.”

“It’s not what it looks like,” Gen insisted, setting her purse on her closed laptop so she could hold up her hands to ward them off.

Rose said, “I should hope not.”

“Oh, it’s exactly what it looks like,” Lee said, slapping her phone on Gen’s little desk. “There are dozens of pictures all over the place. ‘The Earl of Severn’s New Girlfriend.’ ‘Britain’s Favorite Playboy Settles for Barrister.’ I found at least five different sets of pics this morning!”

“You did?” Gen grinned. “Good.”

Rose and Lee looked at each other, having a whole conversation with mere flicks of their immaculately groomed eyebrows. Gen needed to learn to do that if she was going to pass for British someday.

Rose asked Gen, “And in what possible fashion could this be considered ‘good?’”

“They’re just pics of a boring couple, holding drinks, at a charity benefit. They’re taking up real estate on the internet, and they’re pushing down the scandalous ones,” Gen said. “From those, you see that Arthur Finch-Hatten is dating a respectable, middle-class barrister and is supporting worthy causes. He hasn’t been caught doing something stupid for over a week.”

“But you’re boinking a client,” Lee said, her brown eyes huge and serious on her elfin face.

“I am not boinking him.” Gen pointed to her forehead, from which her hair was pulled back rather severely in a ballet bun on the back of her head. “Is it tattooed on my forehead in diamonds?”

Lee frowned. “You would be better off keeping it on the down-low. You could be brought before the ethics committee for being involved with a client. No chambers would touch you.”

“I’m not really dating him. It’s an arrangement. He can’t keep himself out of trouble, so I’m going places with him to be his conscience. He hasn’t been caught in any compromising situations for over a week, and he certainly won’t now that I’ve moved in with him.”

They both reared back like they’d been slapped.

Lee yelled, “You did wot?” Her Cockney accent rose up, overwhelming the middle-class London accent that she adopted during the day.

“Oh, Genevieve,” Rose said. “I can’t believe that this is advisable.”

Lee whipped her sunglasses off to stare at Gen. “Are you a bleedin’ idiot?”

“Are you using that glasses trick in court, Lee?” Gen asked.

Lee studied her sunglasses. “Yeah, you like it? I think juries will like it. I got a pair of plain-glass specs so I can whip them off and stare at a witness.”

“Yeah, no. It’s kind of gimmicky,” Gen said.

Rose sighed. “The glasses bit is a diversion, of course, to distract jurors so they won’t focus on the problems with the testimony, exactly like now. Gen, did you move in with His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten?”

“Well, yes,” Gen admitted. “Yesterday.”

“So you are boinking him,” Lee said. “You just haven’t got the diamond tattoo yet. I hear they have a waiting period before you can get those things.”

“I’m not bumping uglies with him.”

Rose almost giggled. “Oh, your American aphorisms. How amusing.”

“It’s totally platonic. Completely and utterly platonic.” It felt a whole lot less platonic after what he had whispered in her ear last night. “It’s just for his image. Octavia knows about it, and she’s assured all the senior barristers here that it’s just an arrangement to keep him in line.”

Rose and Lee had another twenty-minute conversation in the space of one glance.

“It’s true!” Gen rolled her eyes at them.

Lee grumbled, “That explains some of the comments on these pics, then.”

Uh, oh. “Like what?”

Lee said, “Like you guys are stiff around each other and don’t act like a couple. No chemistry. Like it looks like an arranged marriage between Great Houses, except that you’re a Middle-Class Mary. The gossip sites can’t figure it out.”

“Well, it seems to be working from my end.”

“But do the senior barristers believe that it remains platonic?” Rose asked, musing to the ceiling.

Gen thought about it. “They seem to.”

“What they say to you means nothing,” Rose said. “You need to ask other people what they’re saying.”

“And more importantly,” Lee said to her, “do you think that you can keep Lord Severn from making a farce of himself until his trial goes to court? M’learned friend, I submit that no one can perform this impossible task.”

“It had better work,” Gen said. “I lost another client this morning because I’m not British enough. I’ve had Octavia sit in client meetings with me, and she’s as frustrated as I am. I’ve got all the right degrees. I say all the right things. I’ve got a pretty good track record of court wins at this point, much better than James Knightly or any of the other pupil barristers, but clients listen to me aping a British accent and run the other way. I can’t make it work.”

Rose and Lee glanced at each other again.

Lee said, “Yeah, I get it. If I spoke Cockney rhyming slang in client meetings, they wouldn’t give me a chance, either. Rose, ‘ere, is lucky, having grown up speaking the Queen’s English at ‘er posh boarding schools. Maybe you could take elocution lessons?”

“Maybe,” Gen said. “Maybe Arthur could teach me how to speak correctly if I’m planning to stay in London.”

Another quick glance between the two of them.

“Aren’t you?” Rose asked.

Gen shrugged. “I will as long as my mother is alive. I promised her that I would keep her in Britain. She didn’t like a lot of things about America, so I have to keep her here. She says that she can’t understand people when they speak with that barbaric American accent.”

“Yeah,” Lee said. “I can see that.”

















More Threats







Arthur was leaning his head against the back of the car’s seat, trying to rest, while Pippa drove him from the business meeting back to his apartment.

He should be writing down his notes and impressions.

He should be planning his abject apology to Gen.

Arthur listened to the traffic growl around the Rolls and drifted off, nearly sleeping.

His phone vibrated against his hip. When he glanced at the screen, the caller was tagged as unidentified, even on his rather over-powered phone.

He said, “Pippa, if you please.”

His driver pulled into a car park between two buildings and grabbed her paperback as she stepped out of the car.

Arthur answered, “Yes.”

“Are you cultivating the young barrister?” Elizabeth’s voice asked him. She must be calling from inside the Vauxhall Cross building since his phone had not been able to identify her phone number.

He sighed. “Yes. As we agreed.”

“It is of utmost importance—”

“It must be, if the matter warranted both a note on the micro-USB with so much identifying information and an unscheduled phone call.”

Yes, he was sharp with her, but his whole body still hurt, especially since he would not take any more of those damned pain pills.

“I want to stress to you—” she said.

“I understand the situation.”

“Your social position is paramount to your ability to gather the type of information we need.”

“I understand the situation,” he grated out.

“You must not lose the case, and you must cultivate the young barrister.”

“I understand the situation,” he said one last time. “I will do whatever is necessary to motivate the young barrister, just as I have always done all that is necessary, just as you trained me to. Good afternoon.”

Arthur jabbed the phone’s screen to hang up the call and rapped on the window to alert Pippa that he was ready to proceed.

Pain lanced through his hand.

Damn, he had forgotten about his knuckles. They were probably cracked, too.

















Barrister-Client Negotiation







Gen ran down to the curb when Arthur texted her that he was coming up. He didn’t need to come all the way up to her office to walk her down. The goals of their sham relationship were to keep an eye on the wayward earl and to plant gossip in the papers, not to foment gossip in her chambers.

“Lunch must be quick,” she said as she stepped into the car. Arthur had opened the door for her, and she swung her legs inside. “I have court this afternoon, and the brief was enormous. It’ll take all afternoon. It might have to be carried over.”

Arthur stepped into the other side of the car. “We’ll go to my club,” he said. “They can be very efficient.”

His “club” was a renovated house just a few blocks from Lincoln’s Inn. They were whisked to a private room, and a waiter took their orders within minutes.

“But the whole point of these lunches is to be seen together,” Gen told him. If people weren’t buying them as a couple, these lunches might shore up their bona fides.

“I should like to apologize,” Arthur said as he settled himself at the table. “I drank too much last night in addition to the pain pills, and I said some things that should not have been said.”

Ah, yes. He had been drunk off his patoot and rambling lies. “It’s okay, Arthur. I understand.”

“I can’t quite remember what I said,” Arthur said. “After ten o’clock, everything becomes quite blurry.”

“It’s okay.” Gen smiled at him, trying to set him at ease even though her heart seemed to have inexplicably sighed and was huddling, hurt, inside her chest. “You were matching shots with Christopher on top of the Oxycontin. If you’d’ve punched someone, I could have gotten you off on a temporary insanity defense.”

One side of his mouth curved up, but he smiled more with his eyes. In the subdued light of the dinner club, his shimmering eyes looked more blue. Maybe his eyes were picking up the color of the vivid blue tie that he was wearing with his dark blue suit. “I appreciate your kindness. I do apologize.”

Gen waved her hand, slapping his apologies out of the air. Her eyes stung, which was weird. “Pshaw. You were practically hallucinating. You didn’t know who I was. You probably thought that I was Peony Sweeting or one of those Parisian strippers.”

Arthur leaned forward. “I knew who you were.”

“Well, you were rambling, literally out of your mind. You might have said anything. You didn’t mean any of it.”

He was watching her, closely, his silvery eyes flicking as he looked from one of her eyes to the other. “I meant every word. I’m only wondering how much I said.”

Gen leaned back and braced her arms on the table. “You didn’t mean it.”

“I’ve been attracted to you since we met. In the time that we’ve spent together, my interest hasn’t diminished.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I’m absolutely serious. Getting to know you without having a sexual relationship is fascinating and unprecedented.”

Ah. Gen opened her hands, letting any little bit of hope fly away. It didn’t matter. “So it’s just that you want what you can’t have. I’m legally forbidden fruit. That’s all.”

“You put yourself down too much,” Arthur said. “I hear it from you every day. It seems impolite to contradict you, but you’re a beautiful woman. Your legs go on for days. You have a classically beautiful oval face. If I extol any more of your virtues, I’ll have more to apologize for.”

“You don’t have to do this. I’m a grown woman. We have a business arrangement to keep you out of trouble so I can win your case. You don’t have to schmooze me. Indeed, I’d rather you didn’t.”

“If the circumstances were any different, I assure you, I would absolutely take advantage of our arrangement to try my best to seduce you.”

“Oh, you don’t mean that.”

“I’ve already told you that I mean every word of it. I am also aware that circumstances cannot be different. Octavia has warned me not to ‘ruin’ you in the eyes of your chambers. She says that you have a good shot at getting a tenancy offer—”

Gen straightened. “She said that?”

“Yes, and she said that you should not be caught in a relationship with me. After my case is over, I should like to take you out for a real date if you’d be amenable. I wouldn’t destroy your career for a date.”

“Yes,” Gen said, breathless because she couldn’t believe that she was saying it.

“Yes, what? That I shouldn’t ruin your career?”

“That, too. But yes to the date. Yes, to going on a date,” she stammered. “If we don’t hate each other by the end of your case, then yes, we should go have coffee or something.”

Arthur leaned in farther, and his strong fingers gripped the edge of the table. His intense eyes turned smoky in the dim light. “Coffee?”

“Yes, coffee. Just to talk. Just to see if there might be anything between us.”

He smiled a slow, sexy smile. Not lascivious, but a promise. “I think so, too.”

But they had to wait until the end of the case. They couldn’t have a relationship or even a date before that.

It absolutely would ruin her career.

No matter how good she was at arguing points of law or whipping up a jury’s righteous indignation in a courtroom, having a real relationship with a client was a visit to the Ethics Board and an exit from chambers. Straight-up lying about a relationship with a client would get her blackballed from every set of chambers in Britain.

So they had to wait.

Right?

















Binding Authority







That afternoon, Gen was sitting at her table in court, listening.

The claimant’s lawyer, who was of course her nemesis-in-chambers, the handsome James Knightly, went on and on and on and on about his client’s case.

And on and on.

She was taking notes diligently, even though she had already answered all of his points in her brief, weak as it was. Indeed, she had a copy of her brief and was ticking off the points that she needed to hit in her rebuttal.

Well, some judges didn’t read briefs, just like some barristers didn’t read the solicitor’s instructions before they walked into court.

So she had to nail that rebuttal.

This case was weak, so damn weak. She wasn’t even sure why the solicitors had sent it around, except that perhaps the claimant wouldn’t give up and would not accept any offer to settle at any price.

It was even a civil case for money, not a criminal case, but Gen always did her best for her client.

This was just a waste of everyone’s time, anyway. She was going to lose and lose hard.

Her client was going to have to pony up a heck of a lot of cash that he didn’t have.

The judge called for a quick break before Gen began her arguments, and Arthur leaned over the bar to motion to her.

She walked back and whispered, “What?” as she was clutching her notepad.

Arthur leaned in and whispered, “Do exactly as I say. Stand up and say only this, ‘The appeal is misconceived since it has failed to refer to the binding authority of Tambling-Goggin v. Pye.’”

Gen grabbed her phone, starting to search for that particular decision. “I can’t believe that such a short response can answer James Knightly’s skeleton argument. It’s not complete.”

“Look at the barristers who argued the case.”

Gen swiped her fingers over the page, enlarging the text. “It says Williams, Gendry, and Marks for the claimant, who won the case. Wait, Marks? As in Judge Marks?” She looked up at the empty bench, where Judge Marks’s nameplate shone in the overhead fluorescent lights.

“Quite,” Arthur said.

“He argued a case almost exactly like mine and won with it?”

Arthur smiled, and the sly gleam in his eye was sexy as heck. “One of his finest hours.”

“Oh, Arthur. This is amazing. I thought I was going to lose this case.”

He leaned back. “Sometimes, if you know just whom to cite, you can work wonders. Make sure you look like a cat who’s been in the cream when you stand up and say it. Marks will be ever so amused.”

Oh, what the Hell. It was better than anything she had.

Back in the courtroom, when it came time for her response, she stood straight, looked straight at Judge Marks and grinned, and said exactly what Arthur had told her to say.

She glanced over at James Knightly, still grinning, and bit the corner of her lip.

Terror widened James Knightly’s English blue eyes.

He slammed open his laptop and typed frantically, not even bothering to cover up his ignorance of the referenced case.

He scanned the page, his head vibrating side to side as he read.

At the end, he flopped back in his chair, the very image of what defeat feels like.

Gen tried not to gloat.

But she was unsuccessful.

Because it was awesome.

Later, as night was rolling through the streets of London and the streetlights were turning on to keep the darkness at bay, Gen trotted out of Lincoln’s Inn and through the park-like courtyard.

Arthur was waiting for her beside the Rolls Royce, holding her door. She stepped into the car and dragged her purse into the back seat. Arthur shut the door behind her. In the evening, the stars sifted over the ceiling inside the car were even more diamond-like.

He got in the other side, asking, “How did it go?”

Gen exclaimed, “I did just what you said. As soon as the other lawyer figured out what that case was and that Judge Marks, that very same judge, had been the lawyer that had argued it, he accepted a pittance as a settlement from my client. I can’t believe that we got away with that. My client probably paid ten percent of what he should have been liable for. I wonder if we should have fought it out. We might have gotten him off the hook entirely.”

Arthur chuckled as Pippa drove the car away from the curb. “I would say not. That case was unwinnable. It was only luck that I was able to shore you up with that gambit.”

Gen dropped her purse, and it tumbled to the floor of the car. “But, Judge Marks had fought a case just like it ten years ago and won. It was precedent.”

“Oh, no,” Arthur said. “Judge Leopold Marks spoke about that very case, Tambling-Goggin v. Pye, at a political fund-raising dinner a few months ago. He is disgusted with himself for having taken the case and called it one of the gravest miscarriages of justice that he had ever participated in. Marks said that if a like case ever came before him, he intended to right the grievous wrong.”

So Judge Marks would have ruled against her no matter what if she had not settled, and she would have lost the case in a most spectacular fashion, had she fought it out.

But that wasn’t the problem.

She said, “You manipulated me.”

“I showed you a path to victory in a hopeless case. With Judge Marks presiding, there was no other way but to settle.”

“But you didn’t tell me everything.”

He shrugged. “You essentially won the case. You certainly found the very best outcome.”

“I can’t believe you manipulated me like that, like a pawn.”

“To excel at being a barrister, you must rarely, if ever, say what you mean.” He leaned toward her. “It’s the British way. Play the game for yourself. Don’t allow yourself to be a pawn. Be the king.”

Barristers did play evil games in court and in chambers, and they did it all the time.

“You say that like you’re a king instead of an earl,” she tried to quip, even though her eyes were tearing up. Damn it, she should have known the precedent and known what it meant. That’s what stung the most.

“Oh, I’m not the king,” Arthur said. “At best, I’d say I’m a rook. In the Great Game, I wouldn’t want to be the king. A rook is far more nimble.”

















Chambers High Tea with Sun Tzu 







Gen shoved a whole cookie in her mouth. The shortbread smelled like butter and chocolate in her sinuses.

Across from her, sitting in an office chair and sipping a cup of steaming tea, Octavia raised her precisely sculpted eyebrows. “Rough day in court?”

Gen swallowed the cookie crumbs. “I lost, but I won. I settled a case for far less than my client should have been on the hook for. I practically robbed a very deserving claimant.”

Octavia’s devious smile curved her lips. “Bravo, Gen.”

“To be honest—”

Octavia pursed her lips and shook her head.

Gen corrected herself, “To be frank,” because barristers never admitted honesty, “I accidentally manipulated James Knightly into settling a case for far less than he should have. He’s a chambermate.”

“No, he’s your competition for obtaining tenancy.”

“It wasn’t fair.”

“Now, you’re getting the hang of it.”

“I used his ignorance of a precedent against him.”

“Even better,” Octavia purred. “You can’t be Atticus fucking Finch.”

Gen asked, “So what if we settle like that? Is that winning when you win with an unfair tactic?”

Octavia nibbled at her cookie, a rare indulgence. “It’s the best kind of winning, actually. ‘To fight and conquer in all your battles is not the supreme excellence; supreme excellence consists of breaking the enemies’ resistance without fighting.’ Sun Tzu knew his shit.”

















Hacking Her Phone







Arthur held the elevator doors for Gen and followed her into his apartment. A quick glance at the winter sunlight streaming through the windows of the living room assured him that they had a few hours before that night’s soiree.

Gen was stabbing her phone with her index finger and frowning. That little line that he associated with her cute baby-tantrums had formed between her eyebrows. Watching her buy the plot was like watching a puffball kitten lay its ears back and attack one’s foot in adorable fury.

She muttered, “Stupid thing.”

“Is there a problem?” Arthur asked her, refraining from craning his neck to spy on her screen.

Gen complained, “My phone is so dang slow. I tap an app to open it, and it pauses, so I tap it ten more times. When it finally opens up, it registers those ten taps as trying to do something in the app, and it goes all over the place and does something stupid. I think I just set my weather location to Abu Dhabi.”

He laughed. “I might be able to optimize it, if you like.”

“You? The Earl of Givesnofucks? You’re a computer nerd?”

He touched his chest in mock horror. “Oh, of course not. However, all of us spendthrift nobles have our toys.”

She frowned. “Oh. I guess so.”

He held out his hand. “May I?”

She shrugged and handed it over.

Arthur asked, “Is there any place on it I shouldn’t look?”

Gen laughed. “No naked pics or sex tapes, I promise. I’m not that interesting.”

Oh, Arthur disagreed. He found her very interesting, absolutely fascinating, as a matter of fact. While he wouldn’t have poked around her files for boudoir pictures of her, he would have happily perused if she had offered to show them to him.

Or if she had offered to take some especially for him.

God, what a thought. His dick grew heavy in his shorts at just the thought of Gen in lingerie, maybe looking over her shoulder at the camera, framed on her voluptuous ass and thighs—

Another train of thought was in order, lest he embarrass himself.

Arthur asked, “Which of these apps do you not use, ever?”

Gen sighed, her bosom heaving, and Arthur did his best not to look at her chest. “There’s so many, but I can’t figure out how to get them off my phone.”

He concentrated on her phone, instead. “Many phones are pre-installed with bloatware, and you have to inspect the code of the operating system to uninstall them. Can I get this back to you in half an hour?”

She shrugged, and her body jiggled under the severe black suit that she wore. By the way her breasts floated under her top, Arthur was quite sure that she was wearing the Myla lingerie he had purchased for her, a captivating thought.

Self-torture wasn’t his usual modus operandi, yet he could not seem to stop. He was at half-mast already. Just being around Gen was beginning to become physically painful.

Gen said, “Sure. I was just going to shower before the thing tonight.”

And now he had that image in his head.

Perhaps smashing his face against the wall of his computer cave would relieve the pressure.

He said, “I’ll have this right back to you.”

Arthur took the phone to his computer cave, the room with several large towers and servers and many screens, and plugged it into his computer. He broke apart the phone’s rudimentary security software in seconds and deleted all the bloatware. By looking at her data usage, he found quite a few apps that she had never opened nor registered in the eight months that she had had her phone, so he deleted those. Then, he installed a much better security program.

One never knew when some nefarious person would try to hack her phone.

He was pleased with himself, as he had resisted the urges to install an access program or to cruise her pictures.

Arthur was, after all, the very definition of a gentleman.

He tested the apps. They snapped open and ran flawlessly.

When he gave it back to Gen, she exclaimed over it, smiling and thanking him, and she touched his shoulder while she watched images flash over the screen.

Arthur smiled gently at her. “My absolute pleasure.”

















Days Turn Into Weeks







Days turned into weeks, and Gen lived with Arthur in his apartment.

Every night, Arthur had a scheduled charitable or political event. She wondered how he kept them all straight in his head until she saw that his head of staff, the inscrutable Mr. Royston Fothergill, programmed everything into a shared calendar that everyone received, including the drivers, Pippa and Oliver.

Every night, as they came home to a dark, empty apartment with no staff around to observe them, Arthur gave her a most ardent handshake in the kitchen when he told her good night.

The first couple nights that they had lived together had been kind of awkward, especially after his Oxycontin-and-alcohol-fueled—Confession? Diatribe? Promise?—and so on the third night, Gen had stuck out her hand to shake before they walked to their different hallways. Arthur had laughed at the absurdity of it, and now every night, they shook hands before retiring to their separate bedrooms.

His hand was always warm and soft around hers, a moment of careful contact that she came to look forward to.

Gen often visited her mother in the mornings and left before Arthur was up, but when she didn’t go to the nursing home on Wednesdays, Arthur left the apartment about the same time that she left for the office.

There were business meetings for him to attend, business and charitable boards that he served on, work that had to be done on his country house, and some other sorts of meetings. He wore bespoke business suits on those days, all perfectly sharp and tailored like the upper-class gentleman that he most definitely was.

In the afternoons when Gen got home, Arthur usually emerged from that room farther back in the hallway from hers, the room that might be a Kinky Room of BDSM Pain or whatever. On the days when she was standing there when he shut the door behind himself, when he finished rubbing his eyes, he looked up, saw her, and smiled. Sometimes his smile was tired and careworn, but he smiled at her.

On those afternoons, he wore jeans or khakis and tee shirts over his broad chest.

One tee shirt was yellow with the word Enigma in an eye-shaped thing. She figured that it meant the Enigma machine, a Nazi mechanical code machine that the British had cracked during World War II, another reference to the War.

Another time, his blue shirt read, There are only 10 kinds of people in the world. Those who can read binary, and those who can’t.

Gen had puzzled over that one.

Another day, his green shirt had two fish skeletons on it with the word Twofish below it.

Maybe it was a bar somewhere.

Ruckus still bounded around the apartment, but Gen began taking him for walks in Hyde Park.

The first few days, the pooch shot ahead, hit the end of the leash like running into a brick wall, and clawed his way down the path with his ears back, snarling as he dragged her through the park. It was a good thing that Ruckus was a little Jack Russell Terrier instead of a Labrador or Newfoundland. He might have wrenched Gen’s arm from the socket.

On the third day, she tapped him on the nose with her finger and told him no, no pulling. His soulful gaze up at her almost made her laugh at how appalled he was.

Over the next week, he learned to trot at her side, and then he was a joy to take for walks. After all, as Gen had learned from her ranch days, a tired dog is a good dog.

That sentiment was true of many mammals, Gen decided.

Her mother’s health remained the same as it had been for months. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t communicate. When Gen was there, her mother was less agitated, so Gen still went five times a week: four weekday mornings before work plus Sunday afternoons. Most of the time, Gen read aloud the mystery novels that her mother loved.

Her mother seemed to groan in the right places, during the pauses where she might have said something. The thought that her mother might still be in there was comforting and yet frightening as Hell. At least the television was on a lot of the time, in case her mother was alert and trapped inside an unresponsive body. Gen wasn’t sure which way to hope for, so she just kept reading books to her.

A week later, she bought an MP3 player and loaded it with audio books. The nurses said that her mother was calmer, a lot calmer, all the time, so Gen kept refreshing that with new books. Her mother had never liked the telly.

During a few visits, briefs for a case that she was working on had come in overnight, so Gen read those out loud to her mother with the room’s door shut. Even though Gen suspected that she was abusing her mother’s good graces, her mother seemed to stay calm during that, too.

One day, Gen said, “Momma, there’s a guy, and I’m not sure what to do.”

Her mother’s eyes tracked floating dust mites near the ceiling.

She said, “His name is Arthur Finch-Hatten, and I think I might like him. We spend a lot of time together because of work, and I think I might be liking him more and more. The problem is that he’s a client, so you know what that means. He said that after the court case he’s involved in is over, that we should go out on a date. He did say it, and I said yes, so there’s that. I’m just not sure what to do about it now.”

Her mother didn’t move in the hospital bed, except that her right hand, the side that she could move a little, flinched and rolled.

Gen smoothed the quilt over her mother, a scrap double-wedding ring pattern that her mother had made when they lived in Texas. “I wish you could tell me what to do about him.”

She looked up. The door to the bright hallway outside was closed.

Gen continued, “I’m still having problems from that night, even though it was three years ago. I don’t know what to do about it, but I feel like I have to do something. It shouldn’t be like this. I shouldn’t be like this.”

Her mother’s hand, frail and bird-claw-like, rolled back and forth on the quilt, covering a blue section of quilt blocks and then revealing it, back and forth, on and off.

“I wish you could meet Arthur,” Gen said to her mother. “I wish you could tell me what you think of him.”

And then, as always, she kissed her mother on the cheek and left her in the home.

The money that Gen paid to “top up” the National Health subsidy, as substantial as it was, was worth it. Gen just had to figure out a way to keep paying for it.

Devilling for Violet Devereux at the Devilhouse wasn’t quite paying all the bills.

Her mother’s savings account balance dipped lower every month.

The math was easy: in two months, Gen must find a way to bring in substantially more money, or the system would move her mother back to the awful, unkempt, unethical nursing home outside of London that was too far for Gen to visit.

There must be more money.

















Poker Tell







For her court case with Octavia that afternoon, Gen had read the brief that the instructing solicitor had sent over the day before.

Open and shut case.

Open and shut losing case.

Gen had visited the accused in the courthouse cells before the trial, juggling her cases overflowing with tranches of evidence from this case and his prior convictions. The solicitor had sent them all over to chambers, probably so Octavia Hawkes understood what she was getting into, which meant Octavia had understood very well and had thus passed the losing case on to Gen.

But Octavia also knew that Gen wanted to go into criminal law rather than civil, so Hawkes passed most petty offenses over to her and just sat at the table, looking as if she were informed about the case. This was straight in line with her previous actions.

And yet, Arthur’s comment about Hawkes applying for silk rankled Gen. Being named a QC was hard, really hard, and whispers were that it was even harder for a woman.

But Hawkes would not throw Gen under the bus to further her career.

Probably not.

Gen shook her head. No matter. She had a case to fight today.

Grant Williams was a career pickpocket. He had been plying his trade in the Tube on a crowded train, directly beside a plain-clothes policewoman.

Just bad luck.

The bailiff twisted the keys in the heavy steel door and leaned back to open it. “‘Ere ya are, miss.”

“Thank you, sir.” Gen crammed all her cases under her left arm, held out her right hand, and said, “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Williams. I’ll be representing you today.”

Her horsehair wig slipped on Gen’s hair, and she righted it. With the flowing sleeve of her court robe, she slapped herself across the face. The chemical, flowery scent of dry cleaning solution shot up her nose and clung to the back of her tongue.

The accused man, Grant Williams, was almost six feet tall and had the dark hair and good looks of a movie actor. Perhaps his parents had realized he would grow up to look like Cary Grant when they had named him. Maybe he had been a failed actor before he turned to a life of crime.

Gen needed to get over such fanciful thoughts. Fight the case.

Mr. Williams stared at Gen’s extended hand. “I should know better than to get nicked in the winter.” His middle-class, London accent was a drawl to her American ears. “All the baby barristers come out to try their hand at playing with people’s lives. Where’s your pupil master?”

Gen dropped her hand. Barristers don’t shake hands, and she had forgotten because Texans do.

She said, “I’m not inexperienced, Mr. Williams, and I will be representing you today. Your solicitor sent over your files yesterday. Is there anything else you should tell me? Any extenuating circumstances?”

He shrugged. “I have three small children to support.”

“And you support yourself by?”

Grant Williams grinned. “Odd jobs.”

Lovely. He was admitting a life of petty crime.

“And how are these children regularly supported?” she asked.

He blinked, a little dismayed. “Their mothers support them, but I chip in.”

“Oh, splendid,” Gen muttered. A deadbeat father with multiple baby mommas on top of it all. She peered at him, frowning.

He must have seen her disappointment because he insisted, “But I chip in as much as I can. My youngest needs school uniforms for next year, so I needed money. That’s the only reason I took a few quid off that lady.”

Gen wrote that down. “If you say so.”

Grant smiled at her, a warm, sexy smile with straight, white teeth. “Don’t you worry. Get me into the witness box, and I’ll charm the pants off the jury.”

Maybe she could use his looks to her advantage if there were women on the jury. Gen frowned and calculated the odds.

Hmmm. Usually, when Gen was confronted with a handsome man just a few years older than herself, she got giggly. Not this time. Her concentration wasn’t perturbed in the slightest.

Maybe hanging around the insanely handsome Arthur had inoculated her against merely good-looking men trying to manipulate her.

Gen said, “Yes, well. Good luck with that.”

“Let’s hope the jury is made up of mostly women like it was the last five times.”

So he was using his looks to get away with it. Just great.

At least he was merely a petty thief, not a murderer.

“I’ll see you in court, Mr. Williams.” She gathered up her cases of solicitor’s instructions and swept out of the room.

She ate a sandwich out of her purse in a corner before the case and trotted into Court One with fifteen minutes to spare. Grant Williams was brought into the dock to observe the proceedings.

The evidence against Williams was quite damning, between the police officer who watched him do it and the CCTV footage of him falling against the woman, jostling her, and taking an item out of her purse.

Extenuating circumstances would determine how long he was going away for.

Gen did her best to argue the sob story, that his youngest child of three, all of whom depended on him, needed money for school uniforms.

Octavia Hawkes sat beside her at the table, reading briefs for other cases. Occasionally, she looked at the court, nodded sagely, and went right back to working on something else.

After the other testimony, Grant Williams signaled to Gen that he wanted to testify.

Well, fine. She didn’t think he could get into any worse trouble.

Grant Williams was called from the dock to the witness box, and Gen led him through his several children and his many money woes. She’d read all this in the brief. It was just a matter of getting him to repeat it while he was waxing rhapsodic about how wonderful his children were and how much he loved them.

Because Gen had seen the CCTV footage of the pickpocketing, which was about as non-violent as a crime could be and still be considered a crime, she asked him about that.

Grant Williams smiled some more. “She was a beautiful woman, well-dressed with expensive shoes. From what she was wearing and the easy way that she carried herself and her purse, I could see that she didn’t need the money. Money was nothing to her. It wouldn’t be right to take a bit of money off of someone who needed it, but this lady dropped a few coins after she bought a coffee and didn’t bother to pick them up. One was a quid. She didn’t take her receipt, either. Just unconcerned about the money.”

So he was playing the Robin Hood card. Sometimes that worked.

Gen watched the jury, that notoriously erratic, twelve-headed hydra.

Some of the women tut-tutted.

One of the guys rolled his eyes, but he was laughing. Grant had caught his eye, and the two of them had a bromance-type rapport going.

A lad wouldn’t convict a fellow lad, now would he?

Gen stood between the prosecution and defense tables and asked Grant, “And that was all? You just bobbled into her and took a bit of money? You didn’t hurt her at all?”

“Not at all. I’d had a few pints that night—”

The jury guy snorted and nodded. He had done stupid things after a few, too, Gen just bet.

“—And so I just bumped into her and a bit of money that she didn’t even need fell out of her purse,” Grant explained. “I just scooped it up. It was practically cleaning up litter.”

Jury guy nodded.

One of the other women was watching Grant intently. She probably had a thing for bad boys.

Grant caught the eye of his fellow lad on the jury again, and he continued, “And while I was at it, I grabbed a bit of a feel of her arse.”

Panic zinged through Gen, professionally at the thought of her client admitting to sexual assault on the stand, and deep inside her stomach, a colder, more terrified shock.

“Thank you, Mr. Williams. That will be all. Thank you.” Gen walked back toward the defense table while the prosecutor stood and advanced to methodically take Grant Williams apart.

Gen shook out her hands, trying to dispel the crazy spiders crawling up her spine.

Octavia glanced sideways at Gen but didn’t say anything.

While Gen walked back to her table, Arthur was watching her from the gallery, his easy smile gone. His silvery eyes seemed as reflective as mirrors.

She shook her hands harder, but the thought of Grant Williams’s hands reaching and grabbing, his fingers sinking into the woman’s flesh, wouldn’t leave Gen’s mind.

Despite Gen fumbling and hemming her way through the closing argument, Grant Williams indeed walked out of court a free man that day to pick more pockets and, doubtlessly, charm more juries when he was caught the next time.

















Car Conversation #2







Gen leapt into the back of the Rolls Royce—still a weird statement even inside her head—and Arthur slammed the door behind her. He strolled around to the other side of the car and folded his tall body into the back seat on the other side.

She was furiously digging in her bag, pulling her laptop out because she had downloaded a precedent she had to read that night. As her screen glowed and the file loaded, she asked, still watching the screen, “How was your day?”

Arthur crossed his legs toward her. “Fine. How did you think court went today?”

“Swimmingly.” The precedent case was all loaded up and ready to read. She lifted the computer closer to her face to see it better.

Arthur leaned forward in his seat. “Pippa, could we have a moment?”

The driver found a parking lot within seconds—Gen was astonished at how she could do that in central London—and stepped out, holding a paperback book. Wintry air washed into the car.

“Do you think that court went well today?” Arthur mused.

“Look, I have a thing about that. I don’t think I should accept sexual assault cases anymore. Octavia doesn’t do rape.”

“This wasn’t rape,” he said. “It was a case where a lad copped a feel when he shouldn’t have.”

“I defended him as well as anyone could have,” Gen said. “He got off. I don’t see what the problem is.”

“Yes, as far as the logic and facts were concerned, you did as well as anyone could have, but the paper was rattling in your hands while you spoke.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll get better.”

Arthur looked out of the side window. The small parking lot was behind some liquor stores and take-away restaurants. “You have a lot of ‘tells,’ like poker tells, and they make me worry about you.”

“We’ve never played poker.”

He shifted in the seat and crossed his legs away from hers. “Concerning your assault.”

Gen felt her body curl inward, and she cringed into the corner of the car. “I don’t want to talk to a counselor about it.”

“I understand that, but I could teach you a few ways to conceal your reactions.”

“Don’t I do that now?”

“No. Anyone looking at you will know what you’re thinking. I can teach you how to move so that your demeanor says something other than what you’re thinking.”

“You would teach me how to lie.”

“You’re a lawyer. You already know how to lie. I would teach you how not to get caught at it.”

“And you could do that because—”

“I’m good at discerning when people are being deceptive.”

“Like the way you knew that the doctor-for-hire was lying?”

The day before, Arthur had been watching her in court, and he had passed her a note that the doctor who was testifying that the claimant was completely disabled was lying. Gen asked the doctor a series of pointed questions, and she had admitted on the stand that she had only examined the claimant for two minutes in the lawyer’s office and never received the X-ray films from the solicitor. Gen had won the case.

Arthur nodded. “Except I’ll teach you to avoid detection.”

“By your mystical means?”

“Desensitization, essentially.”

“Oh, I get it. Look, I’m just your pretend girlfriend. You’re not going to get any ass.”

“I meant to avoid detection in court or social situations. At the charity events we attend, you draw yourself away from the men that you meet, but not the women. Upon observation, it doesn’t seem cold so much as frightened.”

“I don’t look frightened,” Gen argued, but she was just arguing for the sake of arguing. Sometimes, her back felt sprained from coiling herself into a spiral to get away from them.

“It draws a certain type of man like flies. You don’t want to be the prey of that sort of man. Here, take my hand.”

He held out his hand and laid it, palm-up, on the car seat between them.

Gen frowned at his open, grasping hand on the seat. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Take my hand.” His voice lowered, not in anger, but what he said now sounded like a command that she wanted to obey.

Except that she didn’t want to touch his hand.

But she did. She wanted very much to touch his hand. At the charity events during the evenings, she both looked forward to and dreaded the obligatory waltz.

And now his hand was sitting open, right there, on the car seat between them.

Gen tapped his palm with two fingers and pulled her hand right back, but his fingers didn’t trap hers.

Arthur said, “Again. Longer this time.”

She touched two fingers to his palm.

His hand stayed flat on the seat.

With his other hand, Arthur knocked on the window for Pippa to return to the car. Pippa snapped her paperback shut and walked around to her door.

“Keep doing it,” Arthur told Gen as Pippa walked around the car. “Keep doing it all the way back to my apartment. Longer each time, and then hold it.

Gen poked his palm, then slapped at it with her whole hand.

With every time she batted at his hand like a nervous barn cat, the stupid panic retreated a little.

At first, Arthur watched the city slide by, and then he glanced at her hand.

Finally, when her hand was resting on his hand, her palm and fingers stretched out over his, he gently curled his fingers around hers.

He said, “Good, pet.”

“What did you call me?”

“Oh, nothing, but that’s good. Good job.”

He held her hand the few blocks farther to his apartment. He smiled at her as the car tipped into the underground garage and they withdrew their hands.

She asked him, “So what are you going to make me do next?”

He shrugged. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

















Tea Time







After attending all those snobbish charity events with Lord Severn, Gen finally understood how the upper-class pupil barristers like James Knightly and Hayley Cheslyn must be put out by having to pour high tea for the senior barristers like groveling servants.

Gen didn’t feel put out, of course. On her father’s side, she came from a long tradition of bartenders and diner waitresses. It was probably why she was better at it than the pretentious upper-crusties.

Beside her, James Knightly was pouring a cuppa for his pupil master, Leonard Boxster. Two chocolate biscuits were already on the saucer. James whispered to Gen, “So I hear that you’re putting in quite a few billable hours with your favorite client.”

“Yep,” Gen said, pouring tea for Octavia, who was across the room, sitting with her shapely legs crossed and gazing up at Leonard Boxster as if he were saying something interesting. Considering what Octavia said about Boxster behind his back, Gen doubted that was the case.

James blew vigorously across the cup of tea to cool it. “So many billable hours, so late into the night.”

“Yep,” Gen said. She wondered if James knew that he was spitting in his pupil master’s tea, and then she wondered if that was the whole point.

David Trent wandered by and accepted a cup of tea from Gen, patting the bulk around his middle when Gen offered him a chocolate cookie.

James snarked to Gen, “You must be in deep consultation with His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten.”

“Sod off, James,” David Trent said. “You don’t know a damn thing.”

















Nothing Less







Gen was sitting in her tiny office, squinting at her computer screen.

A headache was taking shape behind her eyes, a needling knife of pain.

No matter. Arthur had booked them to attend a small dinner for a political candidate he supported that night. If this fundraising dinner was anything like the last few, the room would be dimly lit, easy on the eyes, and she wouldn’t need to squint at anything all evening long except Arthur, who was also easy on the eyes. She had to be careful that his puckish sense of humor and glimpses of his inverted-triangle silhouette, not to mention the fine contours of his butt, didn’t make her too giggly.

Or maybe it was the wine he poured in her glass during these evenings that made her so giggly and blinky around him.

Whatever it was, she was getting a bit better at keeping her composure around him, or maybe her liver was just training up.

But she had to finish this brief before she could run back to his penthouse apartment and dress for that night.

She’d been working on the Bloomer v. Limner brief for the last two hours, paring it down to a sleek dart of a document.

On the inside of the folder, sweet old Horace Lindsey had written, Come, let’s away to prison; We two alone will sing like birds i’ the cage . . . and laugh At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues Talk of court news (Lear).

Horace had been set to retire the next year and had talked to Gen often about a little place by the sea that he had wanted to buy to spend his remaining years in peace and quiet with Basil.

Horace hadn’t realized that he didn’t have time.

Corky Niles stuck her tousled head in Gen’s door. “You busy?”

Gen and Corky had been casual friends at Oxford and during the bar course. Not close friends, but definitely more than nodding acquaintances. Corky was a sweet woman, a little precious, a little flighty, but nice. Gen had been glad that they had been picked up by the same chambers for their pupillages, hoping it meant that her pupillage would be a little more cooperative and bit less cutthroat.

Yes, Gen had been that naive. At least Corky didn’t engage in the backstabbing.

“No, not busy at all,” Gen lied. “Come right in.”

Corky hopped in and sat in the other chair, fidgeting. “So I hear James Knightley is going around and telling everybody I’m pregnant.”

“I hadn’t heard that. To be honest, I don’t listen to much that James Knightley says.”

“It’s not true. I don’t have a bat in the cave.” Corky grabbed a hunk of her hair and twirled it. “He’s trying to sabotage me.”

“He tries to sabotage everyone. I don’t think the senior barristers listen to him. He’s doing himself a disservice every time he opens his fool mouth.”

Corky was holding a thick sheaf of paper in her hands.

Gen asked,”What have you got, there?”

Corky said, “Just a brief that I’m doing for my pupil mistress, Felicity Macdonald.”

Gen tilted her head sideways to get a better look at the thick handful of paper. “That’s all one brief?”

Corky said, “This one is only eighty-four pages.”

Eighty-four pages? Had Corky lost her mind? Gen asked, “Are all your briefs this long?”

“Oh, no. Most of them are much longer.”

Oh, Lord. Gen couldn’t let Corky turn that in.

A small, evil voice in the back of Gen’s head noted that a pupil barrister who wrote eighty-four page briefs wouldn’t be offered tenancy, cutting the field from six candidates to five.

That was the part of her brain that was not Atticus fucking Finch.

Gen said, “Hand it over. Let’s take a look at that and see what we can do to cut it down a little. Octavia says that judges generally don’t like briefs that are over ten pages. And shorter is even better.”

“Ten pages?” Corky squeaked. She handed Gen the heavy pile of paper.

Gen closed her laptop and spread the paper over her small desk. Even at a quick glance, she could see paragraphs and even pages that could be slashed down to just a sentence or two.

“This could take a while. I need to text someone.” Gen swiped her phone to open it and texted Arthur, I’m really sorry. I can’t make it tonight. Caught at work. A friend needs help with a brief, and I can’t let her turn it in as is. It would ruin her.

Gen and Corky worked on the brief far into the night. When it was done, Gen was sure that Corky had a much better grasp on what to include, what to leave out, and how to say all of it as briefly as possible.

Corky thanked her and left Gen’s office at about three in the morning.

Gen picked up her phone to call a cab.

Arthur had texted back, I would expect nothing less. It’s not an important event. I’ll stay home, too. Call me when you need a ride.

Nothing less?

Gen wasn’t sure what to make of that.

She did call him for a ride, though.

A very sober Arthur picked her up at her office door, drove her back to his apartment, and shook her hand good-night in the kitchen, joking and laughing the whole time while she rubbed her eyes and giggled at him.

















Another Lunch







Gen was sitting with Arthur, eating lunch in a health food bistro because she felt guilty for eating so much rich food at all the charity events that he took her to. In the evenings, every course had a sauce, and the sauces were thickened with butter or cream or both.

Red and pink construction paper hearts taped to the raw wooden beams decorated the small cafe because Valentine’s Day was the next week.

“You seem to know everyone at those charity things,” Gen said, just making conversation.

“I’ve lived in London for seven years, now. The usual suspects turn up at many of them.”

“It does seem like we keep seeing the same people. At least you get to see your friends often.”

Arthur stabbed his fork into his Buddha bowl of quinoa, tofu, and vegetables. “I wouldn’t call them friends.”

“What would you call them?”

“Acquaintances, perhaps.”

“Do you have friends that you go out with, rather than to these black tie events where you just see acquaintances?”

“Yes, but I must be a good boy for the cameras.”

“What, are all your friends strippers?”

He laughed. “No. Most are lads. A few birds. You wouldn’t want to meet them.”

“Maybe I would.”

“They’re a little rough around the edges,” he admitted.

“Like, fight club friends? You don’t sport enough black eyes or split lips to be in a fight club. Although there was that one ‘car accident—’” She used her fingers to make sarcastic quotation marks.

“Nothing so physical.” He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “Perhaps we’ll have a pint with them one of these days if we can manage.”

“Pints, huh? I thought you stuck to vodka tonics.”

“Charity events require strong medicine. When I’m out with the lads, I drink stout or lager.”

















Fifteen Minutes







After yet another interminable charity event where Arthur dumped significant amounts of his ancestors’ hard-won wealth, he and Gen walked into the darkened apartment across from Hyde Park. The clock read ten-thirty, an early night for them. They were usually out at least an hour later, sometimes much later.

The next day would be Thursday, which meant that Arthur would not see her until they met again that night. No intimate lunches for him, tomorrow. He had to run down to Vauxhall Cross tomorrow for a meeting with Elizabeth, and then the next day, he needed to go all the way out to Benhall in Gloucestershire for a meeting with his other masters. That would have been a five-hour drive each way if he didn’t own a plane, which he did. The earldom’s private plane was one of the few reasons that he was allowed to live in London rather than in the countryside. That, and because he had originally been recruited by Elizabeth before his true talents with the computers had become evident.

Also, if they hadn’t accommodated both his lifestyle and his other responsibilities, he would have been useless to both his sets of masters.

But the fact remained that he had a few busy days scheduled, which meant his time spent with Gen would be minimal.

He wasn’t quite ready to give her up yet for the evening.

Arthur asked her, “Watch some television?”

Gen startled and hopped away from him, just like she always did when he suggested anything.

His chest constricted a little. If Arthur ever found the asshole who had hurt her, Arthur would erase all evidence that the predator had ever existed on the Earth, and then he would kill him.

Arthur said, “Let’s just sit on the couch out here and watch the news or something. Maybe a comedy show.”

Gen glanced at the clock. “All right. I guess it’s not too late.”

“Just for a few minutes. Not a long-term commitment.”

She smiled at him, and his skin warmed. She said, “Well, no, it’s not a long-term commitment. That’s the benefit of being a barrister instead of a solicitor. We’re just hired guns.”

He laughed. “Come sit, and we’ll find something to watch.”

Arthur clicked a button on a control panel on the wall as he walked past.

A huge television rose out of a console by the far wall. The first time he had activated it, the sudden movement had started Gen, like everything did. When she saw what it was, she had laughed her bell-like laugh, and everything was fine again.

He wished that he could take the fear away from her. She was so vibrant, so lovely, so intelligent and sharp most of the time, except when something budged up against those memories.

It was probably best that she had never been specific about what had happened to her. He might have picked up salient details and ferreted out the guy, and then Arthur might have gone to jail. Killing a British citizen on British soil wouldn’t go away, no matter how much paperwork he did.

Paperwork. He shuddered at the thought. Several hours of each day were occupied by paperwork.

They flopped on opposite ends of the couch with about three feet of space between them.

Gen nudged those sexy, red-soled shoes off of her feet and stretched. A film of pantyhose covered her toes.

Arthur retrieved the remote control from the bowl beside the couch and spoke into it, finding a comedy news show for them to watch.

He couldn’t watch the regular news anymore. He knew too much about what was happening and how it happened. The dumbed-down reporting of the facts with the implications that they had somehow just happened made him angry.

If the news were presented as comedy, however, he could laugh at it.

The first segment poked fun at politicians, always a plus.

They laughed at it for a while, looking over at each other to share the laughter. Gen’s big, brown eyes glistened with laughing tears, and he felt like he could stare into them forever.

Her arm was lying on the back of the couch, and he touched her fingers while they were laughing. He didn’t grab, just touched.

Just stroked.

Gen flinched, pulling her hand away.

Arthur muted the television. “Time for some more desensitization therapy.”

Gen looked around the room, looking for an escape or help.

He said, “I won’t hurt you. We’ve been alone dozens, if not hundreds, of times.”

“Yeah,” she said quietly, as much to herself as to him. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“You shy away from men like we are all made of scalding acid. You don’t do it with women, just with men.”

“I don’t even notice I’m doing it.”

“When men look at you, you rear back like they are reaching out to grab you.”

“I’m just putting some space between us. I like my personal space. That’s not weird.”

“You’re doing it right now,” Arthur said.

Gen frowned and looked at her lap.

“Like I said, for some men it’s not the chase, it’s the fear they like.”

“That’s not good,” she said.

“Quite an understatement.”

“Do you like the fear?” she asked.

“No. I don’t like the fear at all. It makes me want to chase down the bloke who did it and see the fear in his eyes.”

To see the fear in the bloke’s eyes for a while, at least.

Then nothing.

Gen laughed. “Oh, you’re joking.”

He laughed with her. “Oh, I am.” He wasn’t. “So let’s practice.” Arthur turned himself on the couch so that he was facing her. “Look at me.”

Gen struggled and managed to wrench herself around on the couch. “So now what do we do?”

He let his voice drop lower until deep bass tones resonated in his throat. “Come closer.”

Yes, he knew what that voice was and what it meant, even though it could never mean that with Gen.

However, she responded to it very well.

That made him consider what else he might tell her to do.

On your knees, pet.

No, not with Gen. The chances of it going wrong were too high.

Lift your skirt, pet. Show me those luscious legs you hide from everyone.

Arthur blinked, trying to pull his mind back.

Gen was scooting closer to him on the couch, struggling with her long, red satin dress where it was binding her legs.

Take off the dress, pet. Sit on the floor, naked, at my feet.

Gen was almost over to the center cushion of the couch, and her skirt was riding up over her calves. She grabbed the material and dragged it up and over her knees.

The skin on her thighs looked so soft when it rubbed together. He could imagine burying his face between those thighs.

Don’t cry out. Don’t make a sound, or I’ll stop.

“Arthur? Everything all right?” She was staring at him.

He drew a deep breath through his nose. “Certainly.” He cleared his throat and let his voice drop again. He grappled with his phone and set the timer. “Now, look at me.”

She stared at him, and her dark eyes were still dewy. “What do we do?”

“We just stay here. Look at me. Don’t look away.”

Both of them were bracing themselves on the back of the couch, their arms lying back there. Arthur’s fingers stole over and touched her wrist.

Her hand flinched backward.

“Hold my hand,” he said.

“I thought we were just staring at each other.”

“You are fine with holding hands. We’ve done that exercise several times. No back-peddling.”

She nodded, and her fingers curled around his.

He stared into her eyes, and she stared into his.

“How long?” she asked.

“Fifteen minutes.” He had pulled a number out of the air when he had set the timer on his phone.

“That’s an awfully long time. In fifteen minutes, you could reconsider quite a few of your life choices.”

“Every one of them brought us here. They must have been worth it.” Where did that come from?

“I—” she blinked. “I guess so.”

He looked into her deep, dark eyes, and she looked back.

In the beginning, this had seemed like an innocent exercise to accustom her to a man looking at her, even staring at her.

But now she was looking back at him, and her gaze was staring into his soul. Arthur felt like she was stripping all his defenses away from him.

He felt his eyes widening, and his lips opening.

He held onto her hand because he felt like he was falling.

She clutched his hand, too, and she was looking back and forth between his eyes.

Searching.

Finding.

And practically devouring him.

He couldn’t look away.

He didn’t want to.

Long minutes went by, and he drowned in her eyes. He could have sworn that she saw into the deepest parts of him, the parts that he kept hidden, the parts that must remain secret.

Ba-beep.

The timer on his phone chimed softly, and he pressed his thumb to the screen to turn it off.

Arthur sat back, leaning on the pillow behind him. He didn’t let go of Gen’s hand. Her fingers were so soft and small in his, and he desperately wanted to pull her into his arms.

Instead, he asked, “Are you all right?”

“Yeah,” she said, but she was still staring at him. Her wide eyes didn’t look like she was scared, not exactly. “You?”

“Of course,” he lied.

His fingers firmed around her hand, testing. If he were to just tug on her hand, what would she do?

Gen broke the eye contact and looked at his hand. “I have an early day tomorrow,” she said.

“Right.”

“Early meetings.”

“Of course.”

“Really early.”

“You always do on every day except Wednesdays.”

“Yes.” She bit her lip.

Arthur started to loosen his fingers.

She didn’t.

So he clasped his hand around hers again.

He ought to shake her off and go to his room.

He wanted to pull her across the couch or leap on her himself, gather her body underneath his, and kiss her until she was whimpering for him to strip that red silk right off of her.

The torment was nearly unbearable.

He asked, “What’s your early morning meeting about, tomorrow?”

“Just the usual,” she said. “Just a commitment.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She bit her lip.

Arthur took three breaths before he said, “I’m glad you’re going to these charity events with me.”

“Yeah?”

“I like the company.”

“Oh.” She nodded, but it seemed like a disappointed nod.

He said, “I like your company.”

She looked up at him. “I like your company, too.”

Her fingers squeezed his.

He wasn’t making a move. Because she was his barrister, she could be ousted from her chambers and disciplined by the Bar’s ethics committee if she became involved with a client.

He didn’t want that to happen to her, no matter how much his body strained to touch her, to press against her, and to move inside her.

Arthur opened his hand and dropped her fingers. His hand was instantly cold, and he had to stop himself from scrambling after her hand to pick it back up.

He said, “It’s late.”

“It’s late,” she echoed, and she held out her hand for their customary evening handshake.

He caught her fingers in his and drew her knuckles to his lips, kissing her hand.

“Arthur—”

He dropped her hand. “I’m drunk, and I can’t help myself. It doesn’t mean anything because I’m drunk.”

They both knew he wasn’t.

“Good night, Genevieve.” He stood and straightened his jacket.

“Good night, Arthur.”

She was looking up at him from where she was sitting on the couch, her dark hair framing her oval face and those huge, brown eyes, and she could not realize that she looked almost exactly as she would have if she were sitting, naked, at his feet.

The look in her dark eyes was not fear. The wide-open emotion looked like longing.

Someday.

The word pinged through his mind even though he knew it was unlikely.

Someday, she would sit naked at his feet, and then he would drive her mad, perhaps strip all this propriety and self-control away from her until she was a trembling thing, exhausted from ecstasy, ruined for other men.

After he was through with her, she wouldn’t flinch from men’s advances. She would just know that they wouldn’t be good enough to make her scream the way that she had screamed his name.

Arthur walked away and got all the way to his bedroom before he realized that he hadn’t been breathing. He closed the bedroom door behind himself and leaned on it.

He was sweating under his clothes. His arms and legs trembled.

This was lust. Gen was his barrister, and so he couldn’t have her. That was all this was. Lust.

It just didn’t feel like all the other times.

Arthur had not felt sexual frustration since high school, probably. He certainly hadn’t felt any in college, not with women falling over themselves to be with the billionaire nobleman. Nor since.

That’s all this was. He just wanted to get her into bed, and he couldn’t.

Forbidden fruit.

Lust that made him not able to stop thinking about her, and worrying about her, and wondering if she was okay when he wasn’t with her, and wondering if she was happy.

It was lust because it couldn’t be anything else.

Arthur was thoroughly experienced with lust.

Anything else, not so much, so it couldn’t be that.

His shirt was sticking to his back. He needed a shower.

On his way to his bathroom, he turned up the thermostat a few degrees. His bedroom had become chilly. That must be why he was shaking.

Maybe he was coming down with a cold or something.

It couldn’t be anything else.

He liked her, yes.

He liked Gen’s silly sense of humor when they joked around, he liked her kindness to his dog and his staff, he liked her industriousness at work, and he liked her lovely face and her masses of silky hair that he wanted to see spread over his pillows and clenched in his fist, and he liked her legs.

Gen had long, sexy, curvy legs that went on forever.

He wanted his hands on them. He wanted them wrapped around his back. He wanted to bury his face between them, and he wanted to see them tied up, spread, on his bed while he decided what he was going to do to her to make her beg for him.

Yes, he definitely needed a shower.

















Fifteen Minutes--Gen







Gen stood with her back to her door, resting against it, her heart racing.

Staring into Arthur’s eyes for fifteen agonizing minutes had exhausted her. The intensity in his gaze had drained every cell in her body.

Leaving him had been even harder.

Those silvery eyes of his, tinged with blue, had always been sexy as hell, but she hadn’t really looked before.

She hadn’t seen.

Once he had looked into her eyes, his whole attention had riveted on her. She wasn’t pinned back. She was drawn forward, toward him. He compelled her.

She hadn’t wanted to look away.

She hadn’t wanted to let go of his hand.

She hadn’t wanted to leave him.

But their relationship was strictly defined. Yes, she could pretend to believe that no one would find out about them, but someone invariably would. James fucking Knightly would spread it all over chambers that she actually was fucking her client until even David Trent would believe him.

And what would she do if she did reach out to Arthur, if he touched her face and her hand and her neck and—

Gen stopped there, unable to go on even in her mind.

What if she freaked out like the stupid, scared idiot that she was? What if she screamed and cried and had a full-blown panic attack?

What if he saw that?

She shuddered, thinking about that horror.

Okay, even though she felt shredded inside and yet completely whole, she needed to sleep. She had an early morning the next day visiting her mother.

Gen changed into her jammies, dragged the comforter off the bed, and rolled up in it to sleep on the loveseat, cramming her long legs into the tiny half of a couch.

















Devilling at The Devilhouse







The next week was a busy one for Gen as she worked through Arthur’s files, trying to get ready for his case.

The balance in her mother’s bank account sank lower with every passing week even though Gen worked her butt off to supplement her mother’s care.

Gen started dropping by the Devilhouse twice a day, once in the morning and once after lunch, to pick up extra work from Violet Devereux. She wrote briefs on so many different subjects that her head spun. The bar course hadn’t been nearly as varied as a week of devilling for Violet Devereux.

She managed it all, somehow, keeping up with her visits to her mother, devilling for Devereux, her pupillage work from Octavia, preparing for Arthur’s case which loomed ever closer with each passing week, and her increasingly less-than-sham relationship with Arthur.

Indeed, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

















A Devilhouse Discussion 







Gen was sitting at a small cafe table with Arthur, waiting for their lunch.

Arthur was leaning back in his chair, his hands in his pockets, looking at something on his phone.

Below the table, Gen’s ankle rested against Arthur’s. They never did anything so gauche as to play footsie, but his leg warmed hers.

She hated to admit to herself that she liked it. Any touch of his flushed warmth through her body.

Ever since they had done that staring thing, nothing about Arthur scared her quite so much. When he touched her, it didn’t feel like electric prickles and static shocks. His warmth soothed Gen, and she began seeking ways to feel that warmth like a cat searches out the heating grates.

A waiter placed their plates in front of them, grilled chicken and salad for Gen and some falafel kebabs for Arthur.

Gen mentioned, “I went over to the Devilhouse to earn some extra money today.”

Arthur jumped in his chair. His silvery-blue eyes widened. “I beg your pardon.”

She pierced the salad with her fork. “Yeah, I got several briefs.”

He sat back in his chair and coughed hard, banging his chest with his fist. His black hair swung around his head.

“Jeez, are you all right?” She jumped up and ran around the table to pound him on the back.

“Fine. I’m fine. Gen, why would you go to the Devilhouse, of all places?”

“All the other pupil barristers are doing it.”

“That doesn’t mean that you should be doing it.”

Gen made a face at him. “Why shouldn’t I? Everyone devils.”

He dropped his hands to his chest and clutched his shirt. “You’ve made it into a verb?”

“Devilling? It’s been a verb for years.” She flipped her napkin onto her lap.

“For years? I didn’t even know there was a Devilhouse in London.”

“Of course there is.” His distressed tone perplexed her.

He said, “I must call a friend of mine. He could have saved me dozens of trips to the States. But why?”

Gen told him, “There are lots of them.”

“What?”

Man, she might as well have told him that there were dozens of alien spaceships landing in London. “Of course. Seriously, everybody devils. Well, all the pupil barristers, of course. Can you imagine a QC doing that?”

Arthur combed his hair back with his fingers. “I knew that barristers often frequented places like the Devilhouse, but I didn’t know that they worked there.”

“There’s a Devilhouse at pretty much every law firm, or at least a lot of little devils.”

“At law firms?” Arthur froze and then squinted at her. “I think we may be talking about two very different things.”

Gen frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Arthur settled his hands in front of him. “Oh, no. After you. I insist.”

She explained, “The Devilhouse is Violet Devereux’s office in chambers. She farms out brief-writing to pupil barristers for a cut of the hourly fee. It’s called devilling.”

“Ah.” He mopped his forehead with a napkin. “Yes, we are speaking of different things.”

“What were you talking about?” Gen asked.

“Oh, no,” Arthur said. “Never mind. Truly, trust me on this one. Never mind at all.”

















Valentine’s Day 







Arthur waited in his apartment by the doors of the elevator, holding a small, red box and fidgeting like a schoolboy.

Maybe he should have gotten jewelry. Women loved diamonds. No one ever returned diamonds. Or rubies or something. Rubies seemed traditional. They were red.

He should have gotten her flowers. Probably roses. Not red roses. Red roses symbolized romantic love, and he shouldn’t imply that, not when they both agreed aloud that this was a sham relationship for the cameras and to keep himself out of trouble. Maybe pink or yellow roses. Yellow symbolized friendship.

Yes, he should have gotten her some yellow roses, maybe three or four dozen.

Arthur kept wiping his clammy hands on his suit trousers. Why would his hands sweat? His hands never did this.

In addition, his heart thumped in his chest like he had been running.

For a moment, the symptoms caused him to worry about poison. Some intelligence agencies, such as the Russian FSB, poisoned people for no good reason at all.

That was paranoid. Arthur was not paranoid.

But he should have gotten her a few dozen yellow roses.

Or white. Or pink. Perhaps blue.

Maybe five dozen to fill her bedroom with sweetness.

Even though vibrant, red roses would pair so much better with her dark hair, lustrous eyes, and exuberant laugh.

Gen skidded around the corner, wearing a clinging, red cocktail dress and holding a blue box. “Arthur, I didn’t know what—”

She saw the box in his hand and stopped talking.

Arthur waved the box in his hand a bit and shrugged. “I realize that our arrangement is not a relationship in the most common definition of the word, but it seemed particularly unfeeling to ignore such a tradition, so I, well, Happy Valentine’s Day?”

Good God, who was that idiot speaking?

“You didn’t have to,” Gen said, walking closer and smiling.

He lifted it toward her. “It’s just a token. It’s nothing, really. I should have done more.”

She held out the blue box toward him. “It’s also nothing. Just a little bitty thing.”

They exchanged boxes and opened them.

Arthur opened his box and found chocolates. The inside of the lid said they were vegan.

“I didn’t know what to get—” she said.

“They’re perfect,” he said, smiling. She’d remembered his vegetarian inclinations, and his chest felt too small for his thumping heart. “Absolutely perfect. Do you like yours?”

Gen looked in the box, and her lips opened. “Chocolate-covered strawberries are my very favorite. I love them.”

“I’m glad.” He was.

They stood, eating chocolate and taking care not to drip it on their clothes while laughing, before they turned, entered the elevator, and went to that night’s charity function where they would, once again, pretend to be in love.

















More Weeks







The weeks rolled down the calendar.

Arthur became an integral part of Gen’s routine, as much as visiting her mother, work at Serle’s Court Barristers, sneaking away for lunch or coffee with Rose and Lee, and the constant, subconscious panic over which of the six pupil barristers would be the one to obtain tenancy.

Oh, Lord. Even though the decision about who would be offered a spot as a tenant in chambers was months away, office politics felt like a free-for-all frenzy-fight among six yappy little dogs, and the stench coming out their farty little butts was the looming tenancy decision.

During the afternoons, Arthur often met Gen for lunch and came to observe her in court. If he had little notes, they were relevant and short.

When Gen got home from the office and on the mornings when she didn’t visit her mother, she called for Ruckus’s leash. The two of them had at least some sort of a walk in Hyde Park.

Within weeks, Ruckus was meeting her at the elevator with the lead in his mouth. Luckily, he understood that she needed to change her clothes and shoes and trotted beside her to her bedroom, drooling around the leather strap in his mouth the whole way.

Watching how Arthur lived was an education in itself.

After he returned from business meetings or emerged from that locked room down the hallway from Gen’s bedroom, his evening was scripted for him.

Mr. Royston Fothergill had Arthur’s clothes ready after he freshened up. His admins bought gifts for him to give to the hosts or supplied whatever else he needed.

Arthur walked through his life like a prize show horse, groomed and coddled and pranced about the arena to do his tricks.

No wonder he occasionally went off the reservation with a couple of women to blow off steam.

Gen was coming to enjoy the evenings out with him more and more. She had never been a party girl, but Arthur was there to smooth over all the social stuff. He whispered notes to her about her law firm’s clients, who they were, what they did, who they were in litigation with, and what they were really like.

It wasn’t just his warm breath on her bare shoulders or neck that she liked. She was genuinely grateful for his information and guidance.

And he really could remember everything. He should have been a barrister. That kind of memory is killer when memorizing precedent.

“Lloyd Payton.” In the crowd by the bar, Arthur turned her so that she saw the man over Arthur’s broad shoulder but the guy couldn’t see Arthur’s lips moving. “Daughter is Sofiah. Currently Octavia Hawkes’s client for a case involving his mill’s shoddy goods. He’s defending it to the hilt, but that mill hasn’t turned out anything of quality since before the War. Be complimentary. Be formal.”

While they were dancing: “In the black dress with the overabundance of gold jewelry, Isla-Belle Hext. Your chamber-mate David Trent’s client. Suing her divorce attorneys for malpractice.”

Arthur adjusted her hand on his shoulder like he did pretty much every time they danced their one waltz. No matter how precisely Gen placed her hand, he always corrected her. She wasn’t even sure what he was fixing.

He continued, “Quite likely she’ll win. Certainly deserves a settlement from someone. Don’t mention it, but tilt your head to the side in commiseration. She should nod in acknowledgment.”

Over dinner, “Prentis Hightower, across the table in the green tie, client of Rupert Hancock, QC. His son Raglan was at university and was hit by a missile that had been fired out of another student’s anus. Seeking compensation for damages and mental distress. Yes, Gen, for being hit by a buttock rocket. Evidently, the burns on his back required skin grafts. Show very subtle amounts of real horror when you ask, obliquely, about his son’s well-being. The lad has suffered quite a bit.”

Over the dinners, Arthur told Gen tidbits of his life, from boarding school through college and since.

Over steak for her and butternut squash ravioli for him: “It was easier to sneak out of the dorms at Rolle than from the winter campus in Gstaad. Once I kept a car off campus when I was sixteen, Caz, Max, and I could be at the garage in fifteen minutes. During the music festivals like Montreux and Paléo in the summer, we would skive off school for a week and indulge. I bribed the dorm attendants to forget that we existed. No, no one worried about us. We were three male teenagers with nearly unlimited funds, passports, and no oversight. What’s the worst that could have happened? Well, yes, perhaps a Turkish prison, but it never came to that.”

Over chicken divan for her and vegetarian lasagna for him: “One time when I was in Las Vegas with friends, we were caught counting cards at blackjack. They couldn’t prove anything, of course. It’s just watching what’s played and keeping track in one’s head so that you can adjust your wagers based on the changing odds. Yes, a lot of people think it’s magic and you know what the next card played will be, but it’s not. It’s statistics. It’s math. Since the casinos started using longer shoes and shuffling before the cards get close to the end, counting cards has become ineffective. I learned it at school. There was a floating poker game in the dorms that went on for years. I kept losing spectacularly to an older boy, Wulfram, and a younger boy, Alexandre. Wulf finally let on that they were counting cards and, out of pity, taught me how. I taught Caz and Max, and we went back and cleaned out the upperclassmen that weekend, though I suspect some of that was pity on Wulfram’s part.”

Over Vegetable Wellington, herbed vegetables wrapped in golden, flaky puff pastry that shattered between her teeth, Arthur whispered, “When we’re in a crowd, you mustn’t say excuse-me and pardon-me to get through. I think you said them twenty times in a row.”

“But, that’s polite,” Gen said, confused. “Being polite is very British.”

“Yes, but we don’t say that when we squeeze through crowds,” he whispered. He glanced around and dropped his voice further. “British children are taught that when one belches in public, one says ‘Excuse me.’ One says ‘Pardon me’ when one audibly trumps in public.”

Gen felt faint. “Oh, my. So when I was getting through the crowd—”

“People were probably wondering what you had eaten to cause such gastric distress.”

“Oh my God!” They all thought she had left a trail of burps and farts through the crowd like a gaseous river of napalm floating behind her.

Gen considered crawling under the table. She asked him, “So, what do I do when I need to get through a crowd?”

Arthur said, “One contorts oneself into a knotted rope to fit through any available space, apologizing afterward, of course. There’s often a great deal of saying ‘I’m sorry,’ and sometimes a standoff of insisting, ‘No, after you.’”

“And if a person doesn’t see you and doesn’t move?” Gen asked.

“Well, then, it’s perfectly obvious that both of you must stand there until one of you is dead.”

Sometimes at night or in stolen moments, but always when they were alone, Arthur’s voice would deepen to those compelling, sexy tones that made the hair on the back of Gen’s neck stand up.

He convinced her to let him touch her elbow and shoulder with his fingertips while they talked, to sit beside her on the couch with their thighs touching, or to sit opposite her at tiny cafe tables, their knees encroaching on each other’s space, and talking quietly, almost nose-to-nose.

In those moments, sometimes she couldn’t breathe with the warmth of his body washing over her skin, left half-bare by the strapless or backless evening gowns, or the subtle scent of his cologne, cinnamon and fresh-cut wood and musk.

And always, his eyes.

His silvery eyes glinted in the moonlight, shone in the daylight when he laughed, and turned to molten metal when he looked at her and thought she wasn’t looking.

Gradually, Gen got stronger.

At the charity events, when she didn’t shrink back from men as much, she got an approving nod from Arthur and sometimes a wink. When a client of Octavia’s shook Gen’s hand with both of his and then grabbed her elbow in his enthusiasm, Gen smiled at him, and then Arthur smiled at her.

She didn’t feel so shaky inside. Even her voice strengthened when she spoke in court, and Arthur’s glances from the gallery warmed her.

Expensive, designer dresses were filling her closet at Arthur’s apartment, each more sparkling than the last. Room was running out.

Gen didn’t bother to lock her bedroom door anymore. Arthur was a perfect gentleman in every respect.

Through it all, there was a very quiet, very subtle flirtation between them. Whenever she said the word “coffee,” even in the car, even if they passed each other in the kitchen in the morning, he looked up and into her eyes, a reminder that after this was over, she had promised that they would go for coffee together.

And just every now and then, sometimes when he caught her eye, there was a moment, a connection, a reliving of those fifteen soul-baring minutes on the couch where something happened between them as they stared into each other’s eyes.

Still, when she went shopping for new ball gowns for the never-ending society and charity events, he came along under guise of staying with her for she was his babysitter. When she showed him new dresses that the fussy and very strict Graham had stuffed her into, Arthur’s eyes turned to shining, liquid silver.

One time, for an event somewhat less formal than most of the charity balls and receptions, Graham allowed her to be seen in a black dress that skimmed the tops of her knees. It was too tight, Graham fussed, too cinched in the waist for a voluptuous woman such as herself.

When Arthur had seen her in it at Harrods, his eyes had traveled from the tips of yet another pair of Christian Louboutin red-soled pumps, up her legs, lingering on her calves and thighs, and over her body. He had started to stand up from his armchair as if an instinct had seized him, but he settled back into the chair and smoothed his bright blue tie into his suit jacket.

That night, when she wore the too-short and too-tight dress with the fuck-me shoes, Arthur’s hands had floated around her, not touching her, not being grabby and groping, but his fingertips almost skimmed her shoulder, her neck, and her bare knees. When they sat opposite each other, knees almost touching, he reached down to hover his hands near her shins a dozen times.

When she crossed her legs, he ran a finger over one pointed tip of her shoe.

Gen watched his fingertip stroke the leather and didn’t move.

Their eyes met, and Gen didn’t look away for long minutes.

Neither did Arthur.

One Friday night, late, hours after they had come home from another soiree and had danced with Arthur whispering secrets into her hair about the other guests, her clients, and himself, hours after she had gone to bed, the long handle on her door rattled.

Gen sat up on the loveseat couch that she was sleeping on, her hair spilling around her shoulders and her tee shirt stretched tight over her breasts. She held up the blanket that she had wrestled off of the bed. “Arthur?”

The door creaked open in the dim light from the cityscape twinkling through the window behind her.

No one came in.

Something clinked and jingled near the floor, however.

Gen sat up farther and looked down.

Ruckus had trotted in, holding his leash in his mouth, and flopped on the floor beside the couch.

The next morning would be Saturday. Ruckus had figured out that Wednesdays and weekends were his long-walk days in Hyde Park, and the little dog was ready whenever she was.

Trust that pooch to figure out how to read the date, or maybe Ruckus also had access to Mr. Royston Fothergill’s shared calendar.

She laid back down on the couch and went back to sleep for a few hours.

Gen thought that she and Arthur were getting along splendidly. If someone had asked her to wager, she would have bet that they were becoming fast friends and their affectionate relationship would be obvious to anyone who observed them. They always seemed to be laughing together, whether in public or even in stolen moments in the apartment.

And there was that naughty sparkle in his silvery eyes when he looked at her.

So when Gen’s pupil mistress called them both into her office to give them a dressing down, Gen could barely sputter.

















A Man and a Plan







Once again, Gen and Arthur sat in hard chairs in front of Octavia Hawkes’s imposing desk, shame-faced.

Octavia Hawkes stood by the window, her back to them, not even deigning to look at them.

Arthur whispered to Gen, “I told you about the time that headmaster at Le Rosey caught me in that girl’s closet, braced against the walls so that I was flat against the ceiling, yes?”

Gen snickered. “I don’t think Octavia is going to make us shovel sidewalks during our free period for a week in punishment. What did you do this time?”

“I did nothing,” he whispered. “I am as pure as the driven snow. It’s what made me think of it.”

Gen laughed out loud at that but caught herself before Octavia fired her butt.

Arthur mused, “I still hate snow. I always finagle to spend Christmas with Caz in California or Max in Monaco, or wherever he has ended up.”

Octavia Hawkes stood by the window, her hands clasped behind her back, staring out as the late winter sunshine lit her smooth face. She said, “No one believes you.”

Gen said, “He hasn’t done anything wrong for months. I just checked. There are no new pictures, nothing.”

Octavia said, “No one believes you two are a couple.”

Gen’s jaw dropped open. “What—us? Why not?”

“Evidently, you are ‘stiff’ together. There is no ‘chemistry’ between you. You do not pass ‘the sniff test.’” Her sarcasm emphasized the quotation marks.

Gen looked at Arthur, who shrugged. She defended them, “We dance together in public at least a couple times a week. He’s draped all over me like kudzu.”

Arthur straightened. “I do not hang all over you like a teenager—”

Octavia said, “The gossip pages are saying that you two have less chemistry than any rock musician turned actor.”

Arthur frowned. “Surely that’s not true.”

“God, yes. It’s absolutely true,” Gen said. “Rock stars really can’t act.”

And they both snickered like schoolchildren.

“Enough!” Octavia shouted. “Now, Gen, I’m pleased to see that the quality of your work hasn’t diminished, and you are getting enough done here at the office—”

Well, that was good. Gen tried to relax a little.

“—but I still believe that this little experiment is not working. The main point was to restore Finch-Hatten’s image.”

“The goal was to keep him out of even more trouble,” Gen said. “The only pictures of him on those damn gossip sites anymore are with me in very non-compromising positions.”

“Definitely not compromising enough,” Octavia agreed. “This isn’t working, and it’s too risky for you. I believe that you should move out of Finch-Hatten’s apartment and end this charade.”

“But he’s being good!” Gen said. “The case is all ready to go, and he hasn’t been on the gossip websites for weeks!”

“This case will rise on its merits or sink on Finch-Hatten’s previous behavior. You would be better served focusing on other cases before the senior barristers decide to whom they’ll offer the tenancy.”

“The tenancy decision is at the end of September. We won’t even get to trial before that, so I can’t lose it.”

“There will still be pre-trial motions and judgments, and the gossip is still out of hand. The gossip bloggers have lost the plot about Finch-Hatten and his many women, from strippers to socialites to hookers. He’s their favorite flavor of candy, and they don’t believe that you’re anything but a beard.”

“What if we make out?” Gen asked. She didn’t slap her hand over her mouth this time, but it was a close call.

“Gen?” Arthur asked.

She bulled onward. “Those stupid websites are saying that they don’t believe us because there’s no PDA, so we’ll slobber all over each other a couple of times.” She turned to Arthur. “The hearing isn’t until November. We have months. We should be boring for a bit, hold hands and pecks on the cheeks, and they’ll move on to more scandalous pastures. We can get through this.”

“You seem adamant,” Octavia said, and she nearly snarled it. A whole world of accusations lived in that statement.

She turned to Arthur. “Are you okay with that?”

He smiled at her, a slow, secret smile. “In this, I am in your hands.”

“Okay, then. Don’t we have a thing tonight?”

He checked the calendar on his phone. “A charity dinner and silent auction for pediatric cancer. It’s the Hope Ball.”

“It’s an actual ball,” she said. “Like Cinderella.”

“Except that the money goes to charity instead of the royal coffers.”

“I don’t have a ball gown.”

“Graham will make sure you do.”

Gen shot a look at Octavia. “So we’ll make out for the cameras tonight. It’s just to repair his image,” she said. “It’s to control the message. In reality, we are as platonic as neutered house cats.”

Arthur really frowned at that one.

“So if they want snogging,” Gen had heard Lee and Rose use that very British word, “we’ll give them snogging.”

“Snogging?” Arthur asked. “Did you learn that from the Harry Potter books?”

Gen shot him a filthy look, and they both cracked up.

“Stop it, you two!” Octavia thumped her hand on her desk.

“We’ve just been doing our best,” Gen told her, “and the fact that some asinine gossip websites don’t believe us enough is ridiculous. So, we’ll turn it up a notch. We’ll play barrister games with these paparazzi-pseudo-journalists, and they’ll lose. They’ll never realize how they’ve been played. It’s only a few more months—”

“Eight months,” Octavia insisted.

“—and we’re pretty much set to go into the hearing. And he’s been squeaky clean—”

Arthur chuckled again.

“—for weeks.”

He kept chuckling.

“Oh, my God, stop it.” And yet Gen was pretty close to laughing with him.

“Fine.” Octavia glared at them. “You may try that. It is only eight more months,” she sighed. “What trouble could you two get up to in eight months?”

Yeah, that was as ominous a statement as Gen had ever heard.

















First Kiss







Standing in the entryway next to the elevator doors, Gen held a handful of her silver beaded skirt, sweeping it to the side to get it out of the way while she checked the hem behind herself. The back of the ball gown—not just an evening gown but a ball gown—dragged on the floor just a bit, maybe six inches, while the front allowed the tips of her high heels to peep out. She suspected that the back was a train. People were going to be stepping on it all night. Maybe she could find a couple of safety pins and fashion it into a bustle instead, but Graham might have a cow if he found out she had altered the lines of one of his picks.

Arthur walked in, his wrist turned out as he peered down his shirt sleeve cuff. “I’ve dropped my cufflink down my sleeve again.”

“Come here.” Gen cupped her hands. “Shake it out.”

Arthur held his arm up and jittered his hand, shaking loose the tiny bit of metal. Gen snatched the glittering thing before it hit the floor. Dark blue glittered amongst the gold. “Sapphires?”

“My grandfather was a judge in India for a time. Could you?” He held out his right hand, wrist up.

“Sure.” She threaded the cufflink through his sleeve and snapped it closed. The faint scent of his cologne wafted from his sleeve: warm, apple-pie spices, clean wood, and musk. “There you go.”

“Thank you.” He checked it, testing the bar in back. “Yes, it’s closed. I was having such trouble with it.”

“You’re so right-handed,” she said. “Sometimes I’m surprised you can cut your food with a knife.”

“This is a rather formal event,” he started.

“Because the others weren’t?” she laughed.

“This one, more so.” He paused. “This is a bit embarrassing.”

“Did I do something wrong?” Gen glanced at her dress, nerves jiggling because she didn’t know if this dress was appropriate or underdressed or too garish. “Is this dress not right?”

“Oh, no. You look beautiful.” He smiled, and his smile was a little sultry but mostly kind. “You’re perfect. Your dress is lovely. It’s not that. From what Graham tells me—”

“Oh, no. Did he say that my dresses cost extra because it takes too much material to cover my butt?”

“No!” Arthur laughed. “He said you needed jewelry.”

“Oh.” Gen didn’t have any expensive jewelry, nothing like what the duchesses and models would be wearing. Her mother had a nice aquamarine pendant and earrings. They could stop at her home and grab that.

Arthur picked up a black velvet case that had been sitting on the entryway table. “I had some things retrieved from Spencer House. These belong to the estate, not to me, personally. If you like them, I can have replicas made.”

He opened the case.

Nestled inside the black velvet, a galaxy center of fiery pinpricks glowed, thousands of them.

“Oh, Arthur,” she breathed. “How beautiful.”

“I can have one made for you that’s just like it if you want.”

She touched the swirls of diamonds on the necklace with just her fingertips. “No, no. I wouldn’t dream of accepting such a thing as a gift. It would be amazing to wear it for just one night, though.”

Arthur lifted out the necklace. “Turn around.”

Gen pivoted. She didn’t have to lift her heavy hair out of his way because she had twisted and pinned the damp mass onto the back of her skull.

Arthur’s hands came over her head and laid the necklace over her collarbone. So many diamonds decorated the collar that the weight was significant. Silvery wires and settings, probably platinum, held all the stones together.

She asked, “Where did you get such a thing?”

“Inherited it like everything else,” he said.

“It must be old.”

His fingers brushed her neck as he fiddled with the clasp. “Tudor era. Queen Anne gave this set to my several-greats grandmother. There. All done.”

“She knew the queen?” For the thousandth time, rich people were weird. Gen turned around.

He held out his closed fist. “Oh, indeed. There are portraits of her at Spencer House.”

Gen held her hand under his fingers, and he dropped two earrings that looked like mutant, crystal raspberries into her hand. She said, “I’d love to see the portraits someday.”

“Would you?” His voice rose just a little, almost wistful. He got back into the jewelry case and came up with a bracelet and a ring.

“Sure. I mean, this is her stuff. It would be neat to see a picture of her and to see the whole house.”

“It’s in the country,” Arthur said. “We would have to take a few days. A weekend. It’s not open to the public until June, so we could go up one of these weekends. Here.” He held out a thick string of diamonds between his fingers.

Gen laid her left arm on the bracelet. “You sound like you don’t spend a lot of time there.”

“Every moment I can,” he said, clicking the bracelet clasp. “During the summer, it’s open on weekends for viewing. I spend those weekends here, but in other months, I escape London for weeks at a time.”

“It sounds like it’s your private retreat.”

He held out the ring, holding the circle in his long fingers. “I’d love to show it to you if you can stand the drive and the countryside and the mud of the deer park. Most people don’t care for it. They prefer the excitement of London.”

He was still holding out that ring, a diamond ring, like he meant to put it on her finger.

Okay, there are very few instances in life when a man puts a ring on a woman’s finger, and they are reserved for very specific occasions. Most guys would have dropped the ring into her hand like Arthur had the earrings, not held it out to put it on. Too much symbolism.

Arthur was still holding that circle out, and the look in his gray eyes here in the dim entryway could have been mistaken for seriousness.

Gen held out her right hand, fingers spread. “Oh, I could handle some peace and quiet. I miss the quiet of my dad’s ranch in Texas. These events are fun, but staying in would be nice, too.”

“Ah, yes,” he said, slipping the ring over the proper finger of her right hand. “We’re to watch a movie sometime, aren’t we?”

She needed to lighten this up, right now. “That’s right, buddy. You promised me a movie and take-away.”

He chuckled, and then he glanced down the entryway. “We have a moment,” he said.

“Pippa will be here in six minutes,” Gen said, checking her phone. She let absolute certainty drop her voice because Pippa was always, always on time.

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Six minutes.” He bit one side of his lower lip, and he looked at her from the sides of his eyes.

They hadn’t had even a moment to themselves after the meeting in Octavia’s office that morning, the one where Gen had insisted that they suck face in public that night.

After work, Oliver had picked Gen up in the Rolls and driven her to the apartment, where she had barreled upstairs to shower. As she sprinted through, Mr. Royston Fothergill had informed Gen that Arthur was in his master suite, readying himself, and it appeared that he would be prompt.

Gen’s hair was still damp underneath from where she had nearly finished blow-drying it, but she was standing by the elevators at the appointed time.

But now, this was indeed the first time that she had seen him, and Arthur was studying her like he wanted to say something, still biting one side of his lower lip with his straight, white teeth.

Finally, he said, “About what you told Octavia Hawkes this morning—”

“Not out here,” Gen said. “Come on.” She strode away into the apartment.

“Hey! Where are you—Gen!” Footfalls chased her into the apartment.

She couldn’t go back to her guest bedroom. Housekeepers had rushed in as soon as Gen had walked out, armed with toilet scrubbers. She needed privacy to talk to him about making out in public tonight because she didn’t want to be embarrassed to death in front of the people who took care of Arthur.

Behind her, Arthur said, “Hey! Pippa will arrive to collect us in just a minute. Where are you going?”

Gen gathered up the hem of her dress so that she wouldn’t step on it and rip the gown down the front. Having to change her clothes would make them late. “We need to talk.”

“Wait up!” He jogged a few steps and careened around her in the kitchen, his black dress shoes slipping on the tile. He grabbed the shining counter.

“There are housekeepers in my room,” she said. “We need privacy.”

“Come on,” he said. “My room is free.”

Gen followed his broad back, dressed in one of his matte black tuxedoes, through the kitchen and toward the other corner of the apartment from hers.

To his bedroom.

He held one of the double doors open for her. “If you think we should speak privately.”

Gen stopped, her high heels skidding on the dark wooden floor.

It was just his bedroom. Arthur had been a perfect gentleman in many other situations where there was no one else around. If he wanted to hurt her, he’d had ample opportunity. This was no different.

It was just his bedroom.

Gen swallowed hard and forced herself to walk past him and over the threshold.

Okay. She had made it.

Inside, wide windows opened the room to the sunset sky, streaks of neon gold and amber slicing the sky with fire. French doors led out to yet more of the balcony that wrapped all the way around the building. Topiaries cut into green cones and spirals stood outside, planted in terra cotta pottery, and a thick, column-studded railing looked like a sturdy barrier.

Gen focused on the balcony and the breakfast table with four upholstered chairs outside.

Even though the bed was probably ten feet away from her to her left, Gen could feel it over there. The suffocating, white comforter and the malformed blobs of the pillows crouched.

Arthur shut the door behind her. The clicks of the knob and lock popped off the walls and brittle glass.

“We should talk.” She stared at the thick moulding on the closed door that looked like walls within walls, an illustration of a prison.

Arthur repeated, “Pippa will be arriving for us very soon. The schedule—”

Sweat stung her forehead near her hairline. She blurted, “I think you should kiss me tonight.”

Arthur didn’t look excited. Indeed, he inhaled through his nose, and he looked down and sideways at her, leery of what she had said.

“I told Octavia that we would make it look better,” she said, “like we really are a couple.” She flicked her hands, trying to shake the crazies out of her fingers.

“I’m concerned.” Arthur’s voice was pitched very low.

“I think we should—concerned?” Panic wrapped around her throat, and her voice squeaked.

“We’re standing here in private. I’m two feet away from you.” He canted his head to the side, inspecting her face and neck. “My hands are in my pockets. I’m not reaching for you. I’m not touching you, and yet I would say that you are about ten seconds away from a panic attack.”

Gen slumped and let her butt rest against the wall behind her. Tremors ran through her legs and shook the floor under her. “I am not.”

“Now you sound British, not saying what you mean, except that I don’t believe a word you are saying. To be properly British, you have to make the other person believe it.”

Frustration vibrated in her bones. “You Brits are all closed in yourselves, trapped in your little shells of propriety and in manipulating other people. You can’t even move, you’re so trapped. You can’t even say what you mean.”

“That might be so,” he admitted. “But if I were to kiss you in public and you reacted badly, the websites would have all the confirmation they needed that our so-called relationship is a sham. If the press were to say that I am engaged in a public-relations facade, it would look worse at the trial.”

Such an unemotional evaluation of their situation.

Arthur was more English than the heirs to the throne of England, and he was trapped in an English castle of his own making.

But so was Gen. She was trapped in a dungeon of stupid panic.

She hated it.

Gen pulled herself upright and, with two steps, closed the distance between them. His tuxedo touched the beads of her gown over her chest. Even though he was six foot-four or taller, with her super-high heels on, she stood almost as tall as he did.

She grabbed his tie near his collar. “So kiss me right now.”

His silvery eyes widened, healed from the swelling and bruising from the car accident weeks ago. “I beg your pardon.”

“Kiss me right now. Then we’ll know whether or not I’ll freak out tonight. Then we’ll know whether this looks like a sham relationship or whether it looks real.”

The reticence in his silvery eyes shamed her.

Oh.

Her heart crumpled in her chest.

It was a sham relationship, as he had called it. Arthur was acting the part of a devoted boyfriend for a few weeks so he could keep his noble title and billions of dollars.

He hadn’t meant what he had said when they were out in public, and probably not when they had been in that restaurant, either, when he had asked her out on a date, and they had planned to have coffee and watch a movie at home, someday.

Because being British means not saying what you mean and yet making people believe you.

She had believed him.

A few weeks before, he had manipulated her into believing that she could win the Tambling-Goggin v. Pye case in front of Judge Marks so that James Knightly would see her confidence and settle it.

His suggestion to go on a date must have been exactly the same thing, a ploy to build up her confidence. She had needed to look confident because that was the best course of action.

Her fist around the dark silver silk of his tie loosened.

She said, “We don’t have to go through with it if you don’t want to. I understand. Hey, maybe I was just telling Octavia something to get her off our backs. Maybe I was being British, and I didn’t say what I meant.”

Arthur’s hand touched her bare shoulder, near the strap that held up her dress. “Did you mean what you told Octavia? That we should try to make it appear more real for the cameras and the stupid websites?”

“I mean what I say. I told Octavia that we would snog in public.”

The childish word made him close his eyes and chuckle. Oh, the way that his dark lashes brushed his cheeks.

“Yeah, snog,” she said. “I said we would snog.”

He shook his head, still laughing, and looked up. “Fine.”

“Fine, what?” She couldn’t breathe.

“Fine. We’ll snog. But you kiss me.”

“Wha-at?”

His hand touched her waist, and he pressed her spine just a little, guiding her a little closer to his chest. He lifted her other hand and wrapped her arm around his waist.

His voice was low in his throat, and their lips were only an inch apart. “You, kiss me. Now. Here.”

His body swayed, brushing hers through their clothes.

Oh, this was totally different.

Being kissed meant that she just had to survive it and not freak out. Having to initiate it felt a hundred times harder.

Arthur said, “Go ahead.”

“It’s probably a good idea,” she whispered, looking at his lips and watching his gray eyes. His irises had quite a bit of dark blue around the edges of the pale gray. “Because we’re supposed to be a couple. We should have been dating for a while. If we had been dating for a while, we would know where the noses go and stuff.”

He murmured, “Right.”

His warm, mint breath feathered over her lips.

Arthur wasn’t just standing stiffly like a statue that she could bring to life with a kiss. His lips were parted, and his eyes fluttered half shut, not watching her but not mannequin-like.

She said, “Otherwise, we’ll look awkward tonight. It’ll be obvious. Everyone will know. The gossip sites will say that it was staged.”

“Yes,” he whispered.

His lips were almost touching hers. He was bending his neck so she could reach him.

All she had to do was move.

She wasn’t a drunk, stupid, helpless college student.

Not anymore.

Gen pushed with her toes, rising slightly, and brushed her lips across his in the quickest butterfly kiss.

She pulled back, watching him.

He didn’t snap. He didn’t shove her up against a wall and pin her hands above her head or any of the other things that would have scared the shit out of her.

When her lips left his, he didn’t move. He was unmoving like he was waiting for her.

“Again,” he said.

His voice was so deep in his throat when he said that, so masculine, a gentle but undeniable command.

Gen rose on her toes and kissed him again.

This time, she touched her lips to his, and his lips parted under hers.

He was kissing her back, gently, and his other hand stole to her jaw.

His touch didn’t feel like he was restraining her. His thumb brushed her cheekbone, and his fingers slipped into her hair.

Gen’s heart swelled, and his tie slid from her fingers, catching on her writing callus. She touched his chest while he kissed her, feeling the hard flesh of him buried under the layers of silk and fine wool, and her hands rose. Muscle swelled under his clothes, and her fingers and palms found the round solidity of his shoulders.

Arthur lifted his head away from her, and she almost stumbled against him from the sudden lack of resistance. His breathing was high in his chest, the lightest bit of breathlessness. His hands still held her waistline and her jaw.

He whispered, “Are you all right?”

Gen nodded. She couldn’t trust herself to speak. Her voice might squeak or crack, or she might say something stupid.

Something like, Don’t stop.

He said, “Are you going to be all right tonight, in front of people?”

She nodded again, rubbing her chin and jaw on his palm. Her face tingled where his skin touched hers. His other hand warmed her waist.

“During the dancing,” he said. “Not during the dinner. Not during the auction. All right? Before the dancing, you should relax.”

“Okay. I can do that. Okay.”

A line formed between his eyes. “I’ve never felt like a wolf leading a lamb to slaughter before.”

Gen drew herself up. “You’re not. This was my idea.”

The line didn’t smooth away. “All right. Let’s go.”

He dropped his hands from her body and held the door for her.

Gen wandered out of his bedroom and somehow managed to find her way through his apartment and to the elevator, even though her brain was full of buzzing.

















Hope Ball







Gen was fine during dinner and fine during the silent auction, but the dancing was coming soon.

And then Arthur was going to kiss her.

Yes, it was an actual ball and she was going to kiss Lord Severn around midnight at the ball.

That didn’t sound ridiculous or anything.

At least he wasn’t a handsome prince. That would have been completely ridiculous.

Gen swallowed hard, trying not to feel ridiculous.

The Hope Ball was held at the Royal Horseguards Hotel, a place that would have been too hoity-toity even for Gen’s mother to be comfortable touring. The ballroom overlooked the glittering Embankment, the monstrous ferris wheel called the London Eye, and the river lights glistening on the River Thames. The hotel itself looked like a blue and white castle in a kids’ fantasy movie. At the entrance, Gen almost expected pumpkin-like coaches pulled by horses with suspiciously mouse-like ears. Maybe with naked, snaky tails, too.

Inside the ballroom, the crowd was a swirling mix of men in black-tie tuxes and women in jewels and glittering ball gowns. Even a cowpuncher like Gen could tell that the intricately beaded dresses they wore were a step up from mere evening gowns. Some were crusted with thousands of beads that had been hand-sewn like Gen’s. Some were detailed with delicate embroidery. All complimented the flashing diamond and other stone jewelry that the women wore around their necks, and on their wrists, and fingers, and in their hair. These dresses were extravagant in their refined elegance.

Gen tried to feel like Cinderella, but she felt more like a Texan Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.

Heh, King Arthur.

She’d have to call him that. It might crack him up.

Man, she hoped that she didn’t trip over her high heels and walk up the inside of her skirt, ripping the whole thing right off herself.

They sat at a round table near the stage with ten other people, and oversized Gen was careful to keep her elbows tucked in close to her sides. Arthur introduced her around because he knew everyone, of course. Gen was becoming comfortable with meeting all these people whose names were prefaced with The Right Honorable and Their Graces.

She asked, “How d’you do?” a dozen times at least, smiling the whole time, and heard exactly that back.

So weird.

A couple of David Trent’s clients asked her advice on a minor matter. After the usual this-is-not-legal-advice and I-am-not-your-barrister disclaimers, she told them that David Trent indeed seemed to be following the best path and she hoped for the best for them. Their smiling nods to each other and Arthur’s sly wink gave Gen some hope that she was getting better at this stuff.

Dessert was sugared strawberries again. Gen purred while she ate the decadent treat.

She caught Arthur watching her as she sucked a strawberry slice off her fork, his face impassive but for a small smile and his intense gaze as he watched her lips.

She and Arthur were milling around, looking at the lots for the silent auction. Arthur was at the next table, considering a yacht cruise, while Gen was looking at a basket of spa treatments.

Around them, the crowd surged, and people wove between them.

Gen looked around. “Arthur?”

He held up his empty glass. “I’m going for another vodka tonic. Wine?”

“Yes, please.” She turned back to the spa basket, deciding what to write down. Arthur had told her that they needed to spend at least ten thousand pounds that night, to look like they were paying their way.

Spa basket. She could split it with Lee and Rose if she won it.

Beside her, Arthur’s voice asked, “Enjoying yourself?”

“Thought you went for more drinks.” She looked up, expecting to see Arthur’s dark hair and silvery eyes.

Instead, the man wasn’t quite as tall as Gen was, as she was standing there in her heels, and his eyes and hair were more pale than Arthur’s. His face was rounder and softer, and he looked older.

She said, “Christopher.”

The man nodded. “And you’re with him again.”

“Looks like,” she said, shrugging. The antique diamond necklace was heavy on her collarbones. Wearing Arthur’s diamonds in front of Christopher, who wanted Arthur’s earldom, felt gauche.

Christopher leaned on the table with the spa basket. “You’re his barrister, and it’s every bit as unethical for a barrister to fuck a client as it is for a physician to fuck a patient. You need to recuse yourself from this case and get another barrister to try it, or I’ll send around the photos that I have of the two of you.”

“The gossip sites already have all those pictures and more. Why is that a threat?”

Christopher said, “I’ll make sure you are thrown out of chambers, and no other chambers will touch you.”

She couldn’t argue that it was all a charade. Christopher would narc to his lawyer, and at the trial, they would tell the jury that it was all a sham relationship to make Arthur look like less of a lazy rich dude.

Instead, he would look like a scheming, lazy rich dude.

Gen said to Christopher, “You sound like a villain in a James Bond movie, cackling like that and telling me your evil plans. Have you even read the Evil Overlord List?”

Christopher frowned. “The what?”

“The things that stupid evil overlords do that screw them over in the end. Things like treating their army so badly that they rebel, killing their smartest general to show how powerful and ruthless they are, and telling the good guy all their evil plans.”

“I can tell you all my plans because you won’t be his barrister any longer, not if you want to keep your job and keep your mother in that posh nursing home here in London.”

Christopher Finch-Hatten was a doctor. Even though he was a plastic surgeon, the threat that he might do something to Gen’s mother loomed large in her head.

“Besides,” Christopher said, looking over the crowd around them, laser glints from the disco ball spangling his face, “you’ll want to get as far away from Arthur as you can, professionally. If you think the pictures of him and the three girls were bad, you should see the ones my investigator has.”

“Having someone follow your own brother to take blackmail photos is a shitty thing to do,” she said.

Well, it was.

Christopher sneered, “He’ll never recover from these new ones. They will mortify you. They will mortify everyone when I release them in October. By the way, I must thank you for setting a trial date. Now, I know just when to make sure that everyone who may be on the jury should see them.”

“It sounds like you hate him. What did he ever do to you?”

“He’s not even a real Englishman,” Christopher said, his lip twisting. “He was raised in Switzerland and spent his vacations in the Netherlands, Monaco, or France. He didn’t come home for years, sometimes. The earldom should go to someone who loves Britain, who has a family and will conserve the estate and revere it, not someone who is squandering it like pirate booty on liquor and European prostitutes.”

“He doesn’t do that,” she said. “And this charity thing is to pay for digging wells so that kids in Africa won’t die of dysentery. He’s not squandering it.”

“Yes, but the estate is still hemorrhaging money. It doesn’t matter if it’s for ‘good’ causes.”

Gen could hear Christopher’s angry sarcasm.

Christopher spat, “Taking the earldom away from Arthur would be an act of kindness. Without unlimited funds, he may not drink himself to death.”

Asshole. “That’s harsh, Christopher.”

“Ah, but it’s true. Here he comes. Think about it. You should get away from him, and if you do, I won’t release those damning photos. Think about that.”

“What’s in the pictures, anyway?” she asked, but Christopher was already walking away.

Gen considered following him and grabbing him by his shiny black bow tie, but British people didn’t make a scene. British people would mention it in passing to others who would sniff.

Arthur returned and handed her a glass of wine. “Thinking about the spa package?

Gen said, “Your brother just threatened me.”

“Did he?” Arthur’s mouth curved up as if he were slightly amused, but his knuckles whitened where he was holding his drink.

She stepped closer to him. “He said that if I don’t drop your case, he’ll release a stack of ‘worse’ photographs of you.”

Arthur shrugged. “So?”

“I should get Octavia to put another high-powered barrister on your case, someone like David Trent to sit second chair. I can’t do it. I’m not good enough or experienced enough, anyway. If I quit, maybe he won’t release them.”

Arthur told her, “Whatever he said to you, it’s a lie.”

“He said that he had worse photos of you, worse than the one with the three women, and that one woman was a drug dealer. He’s going to release them in October, just ahead of the trial, to poison the jury pool. What did you do?”

“You mustn’t do what he told you to do. He’s trying to leverage the photos by creating chaos on my defense team. Quite smart. Whatever he said, it’s not a threat. It’s a promise. He will certainly release any and all photographs if they will create havoc.”

“What are we going to do, then?”

“I’ll protect you. You won’t get thrown out of chambers.”

“You can’t protect me.”

“You might be surprised what I can do. Are you going to bid on this spa package?”

“I’ve lost my taste for this. We should go home.”

“Home, huh?” he asked, his silvery eyes sparkling at her.

“I mean to your apartment. We should get out of here.”

“Now, now. We aren’t going to let Christopher run us off. Besides, we belong here. He doesn’t.”

“That sounds snooty.”

“Quite. I am a sought-after philanthropist, which means that I can be counted on to drop bundles of cash for worthy causes. Christopher is trying to wheedle his way into these events in case he becomes the Earl of Severn. He will need the connections that one makes at events like this.”

Gen wrinkled her nose. “That’s awfully mercenary of him.”

Arthur looked over the room. “It’s how things are done. Bid a thousand pounds on this spa package.”

She fretted, “It’s worth five hundred at the most.”

“It doesn’t matter what it’s worth. It matters how much we drop on it. Children in Africa need their wells.”

Gen bent over and wrote the sum and their names on the card. Her writing was spiky because her hand was still shaking so hard, and the spangles from the disco balls running across the card made what she wrote even more impossible to read. “If you just wrote a check rather than to go to this flashy party and buy these baskets, it would probably dig more wells.”

“Yes, but three-quarters of these people wouldn’t write a check at all, were it not for the flashy party. Plus, everyone is here and watching each other. Peer pressure will increase all their contributions. These events always net more money than a simple fundraising drive.”

“Oh. Now I feel guilty that we’re not going to two of these extravagant dress-up parties every night.”

Arthur grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

A few drinks and astronomical bids on baskets of useless luxury goods and services later, the crowd moved into another ballroom, one that was set up with a Beatles cover band in the corner.

“Dancing,” Arthur said. “Come on.”

Rich people get even weirder when they get down and funky.

Gen looked around at the charity goers, all wiggling to the Beatles.

“I—wow. I thought most of these things were waltzes,” she said, looking at the crush of people under the flashing stage lights, all banging into each other.

“We can keep to the edges,” he said. “No reason to get in the middle of all of that.” He bent to whisper near her ear, “We’ll be more visible that way.”

Because he was going to kiss her, here in public, for the cameras.

“Right,” she said. “Edges.”

Gen followed him over to a side of the dance floor, just where the parquet floor met the carpeting. They jostled their way into a gap, and Arthur was just reaching for her hand to dance when something knocked into her.

Falling.

She reached out as her knees buckled and she flipped forward, trying to catch herself before she smacked the floor.

Arthur’s strong arms grabbed her, cinched around her waist and back, and he picked her up and set her back on her feet just as a flash blazed out of the crowd.

Gen was holding onto Arthur’s arms. His biceps rounded and strained the fabric of his tuxedo jacket.

Arthur asked her, his voice pitched low and concerned, “Are you all right?”

She didn’t let go of him. Her legs were trembling, and she might fall into a heap. “Yes. Fine. What was that?”

Arthur looked over her shoulder, and the expression on his face went blank. The line between his eyes smoothed, and he became as handsome as a cold statue. “Christopher, did you push her?”

“Oh, no, no. Just an accident, I’m sure. Ever so sorry, there,” Christopher said to Gen, his pale eyes reflecting the purple and green stage lights revolving overhead.

Pushed? Christopher had shoved her and she had fallen? Snakes of memories slithered up her brain, crawling on her, and she shrank back from him.

Arthur slid one arm around her back, holding her closer, and his voice was so low that he sounded grim when he told Christopher, “If you touch her again, I will punch you in your fucking face.”

Gen’s eyes widened. Direct threats were very not-British, but anyone watching them would never have known from Arthur’s placid expression that he was threatening Christopher.

Christopher looked at his phone, which he held beside his head. “I say, that picture almost looks like Arthur is grabbing you and you’re fighting him off. Have a good night.” He strode off into the crowd.

Gen leaned against Arthur’s broad chest, letting him hold her up. “Let’s go home.”

Arthur said, “This is harassment. This must stop.”

“We could counter-sue,” Gen said, perking up. Arthur might have threatened Christopher with bodily harm, but she could slap that jerk with a lawsuit that would beat the crap out of him.

Arthur ran his hand along her spine between her waist and the top of her dress. “We’ll see. We shouldn’t leave immediately.” He sighed. “People will talk.”

The Beatles cover band finished a song and started playing “Yesterday.”

“I like this song,” she muttered.

“Me, too.” He caught her other hand up in his. “One dance. Then we can leave in an orderly fashion.”

The tremors running through her wouldn’t stop. His body was far closer than he normally held her when they danced, cradling her. His arm around her waist and back buffered some of the terrified vibrations, absorbing the panic out of her body.

Gen leaned her head on his shoulder.

His swaying stuttered for a moment, and she felt his head turn as he looked down at her. His arm around her back pressed her closer, holding her. He moved her hand on his shoulder up, closer to his neck.

They shouldn’t allow Christopher and his machinations to derail their plan. Damn it, if Christopher had gotten a bad-looking photo, they needed to counteract it with the one they had planned.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s do it. Let’s do it for the cameras.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Kiss me,” Gen said. “Just do it.”

“No.” Arthur looked around, peering over the heads of the other dancers. “It’s not the right time. The point of this exercise was to distract from the problem. If I kiss you now and it upsets you, it will add to the disturbance, especially after what Christopher did.”

“I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

His arms tightened around her waist, and she just barely felt the warmth and softness of his lips on her hair.

Gen melted against him, resting her cheek on his shoulder. Just for that moment, the place that she felt safest was in his arms.

Near her ear, he whispered, “It’s not the right time.”

















Hacking His Phone







After dancing, as they pushed through the crowd on their way out of the Hope Ball, Arthur paused by the bar, looking around the packed ballroom. Between the band’s electric guitars and over-amplified drum kit and the shouting crowd, he could hardly hear himself think.

Gen looked back at him and then toward the exit. The Duchess Sarah diamond set glittered around her neck and on her tiny ears as stage lights whirled through the darkness.

On the other side of the bar, Arthur’s brother, Christopher, was drinking something dark in a glass and talking to Lindsey Norris, a high-ranking pencil-pusher in the National Health Service. Christopher was shaking his phone and showing Norris something on the screen. Arthur couldn’t hear his voice over the hundreds of people around them, all shouting to be heard over the music and the other shouting.

“Just a moment,” Arthur told Gen as he took his phone from his jacket pocket. “I need to check something.”

Gen settled down with a bowl of cocktail peanuts and a very attentive bartender asking her what she would have. Arthur had tipped the woman heavily a few hours earlier, not out of any fiendish plan but just because guests at these charity events could be stingy, not tipping properly for the free drinks.

He enabled his phone’s hotspot and named the free wifi that he created Royal Horseguards Hotel Guest 2.7.

The hotel’s wifi was slow, as is the case where almost a thousand people connect to a network, not that Arthur had allowed his phone to join it, of course.

Arthur’s phone’s hotspot was much faster.

Within seconds, guests’ phones began automatically latching onto his wifi as they sought the fastest connection.

He had a bait screen already set up, a link on a white screen that asked the user to click the link to accept the terms and conditions.

The link downloaded a virus onto their phones.

Why would Arthur have a bait screen and virus ready to go on his phone?

Because sometimes, even for the best of men, the black hat needs to come out of the closet.

For the vast majority of the people in the room, the virus would self-destruct in a few minutes.

Arthur watched his phone’s screen, waiting.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Christopher tap his phone.

Christopher’s phone number, which Arthur had noted on the incessant court papers, appeared on the scrolling list.

He smiled.

He tapped Christopher’s number and then sent everyone else’s phones back to the public wifi with a swipe of his finger.

But now, Arthur had control of Christopher’s phone.

Arthur wiped some of the pictures off of the phone’s internal card, including the one that Christopher had taken when he had shoved Gen on the dance floor. Christopher didn’t have a cloud account to back up his pictures. That was a shame for him.

Arthur didn’t wipe the pictures of Christopher’s daughters, his nieces. Several pictures of the kids at various functions, dance lessons and sports practices, occupied some space on the phone’s memory card.

That was sweet.

Arthur sent a bit of code into one of them, an implant, and hoped that Christopher backed up his pictures on his computer hard drive.

Then he deleted all the contacts from Christopher’s phone, copied and deleted the texts, and scrubbed all the saved internet passwords.

He left a small back door so that he could hack Christopher’s phone whenever he wanted to, and he uploaded a bit of code that would send copies of Christopher’s texts, pictures, and internet activity to an account for Arthur to watch.

No compromising pictures of Arthur were on the phone, however. If such photographs did exist—and Arthur had no reason to believe that they didn’t—then the private investigator probably still had them. Hacking Christopher’s phone was an exercise in mere revenge, not in managing the situation.

Still felt brilliant, though.

Over on the other side of the bar, Christopher’s gestures grew bigger, flailing wildly.

Arthur allowed himself a small smile. He probably wouldn’t have hacked Christopher’s phone under other circumstances, but he’d had quite a lot of those vodka tonics. Everything devious seemed like a jolly good idea at that moment.

Indeed, the warmth from Gen’s body washed over his hand that was near her waist, and that dress clung to her curves like it had been painted on. Dancing with her in his arms had wound his body up until he was ready to grab her and pull her tight to his chest.

He wouldn’t, but the image of her breasts pushing against his chest and the feeling of her arms around his neck from earlier when they had practiced kissing would not leave his mind.

He wanted more. He wanted her now or at least when they got home. When they walked into his dark, empty apartment, he wanted to lift her in his arms, carry her to his bed, and tear that gown off her.

He might leave the diamond set on her. The way the gems sparkled against her soft skin enticed him.

He might not want to take the time to get it off of her.

Must be the alcohol talking. Arthur knew better.

Maybe—and he paused, considering the advisability of it—maybe he would take her to Spencer House for the weekend.

The manor house felt like home to Arthur in a way that the apartment never did, and he wanted to see what she thought of it, whether she liked it, whether she might enjoy the deer park, the formal gardens, or the art collection.

Yes, Gen and Spencer House. The anger washed out of him at the very thought.

He asked Gen, “Ready to go home?”

“Sure.” She said to the bartender, “Thanks, honey!”

“You’re quite welcome.” The bartender grinned at Gen.

Arthur slipped the bartender another twenty quid and earned himself a smile, too.

















Desensitization Therapy







Gen paced in her room.

She’d had too much to drink, she knew. That last glass of wine she had chugged while Arthur had been fiddling with his phone had been one more of several too many.

Christopher was such an asshole, and just seeing him standing there, sneering after he had pushed her, had made her body lock up.

The alcohol had seemed to calm her down.

Now, everything was boiling in her head.

The court case, of course, was at the top of her mind. They hadn’t managed to pull off the kiss in public like Gen had promised Octavia they would.

The hearing wasn’t for months, and she kept combing through all the briefs and paperwork, searching for typos and tweaking the language.

But the alcohol was making her think crazier thoughts, too.

Things like, she and Arthur seemed to have a real friendship, a real connection. She didn’t freak out when he touched her hand and when he held her close when they were dancing. All the crazy about men was calming down in her head.

She trusted Arthur.

She trusted him a lot.

And she wanted the crazy to go away forever.

Wine simmered in her veins, telling her that this was a very good idea.

Gen strode out of her bedroom, through the kitchen where she and Arthur had shared a firm handshake that evening, and to the short hallway to his bedroom.

Arthur’s bedroom doorknob turned easily in Gen’s hand. He didn’t lock his bedroom door, either.

See? It was a sign.

The dark hallway stretched sideways to her right, toward the living room with the balcony beyond.

The door cracked open, the hinges silent as ghosts.

Gen pushed the door open.

Inside, the room was mostly darkened, except for a small light beside the door that shone on her face. She blinked as her eyes acclimated to the light, and she raised her hand to block the glare.

Arthur’s voice came to her from the darkness around the edges of the room. “Gen?” he asked. “What are you doing?”

She squinted at the gloom again. “Um—”

Something heavy thumped on hollow wood like a small barbell dropped in a drawer.

On the far side of the room, wide windows cut into the wall nearly to the ceiling. Faint moonlight glowed in the panes. A silhouette of a man’s form was a darker shadow in the gray. His broad shoulders tapered to his slim waist, and he stood with his hands braced on his trim hips.

His shoulders rose and fell as he sighed. “Come on. Let’s get you back to your room.”

“I’m not drunk,” Gen insisted. Not really.

Okay, she totally was, but it didn’t make a difference.

“I’m drunk, a bit.” Arthur said, his voice right beside her in the dark. With the blinding nightlight near the door, she hadn’t even seen him move in the blackened room. Slivers of silver from the night light traced the tops of his biceps below the dark tee shirt he wore. He said, “Come on. Time to go back to the guest bedroom.”

In the beam from the nightlight, he held out his hand, palm up.

Just like in the car and on the couch and all the times since.

All Gen had to do was reach out and take it—

—and Arthur would lead her back to her guest room like she was a naughty little girl, caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

Fuck it. This time, she was going to grab the cookies.

Arthur was as delicious as a big, chocolate, silver-eyed, crumbly cookie.

That analogy had gone south somewhere, but she was starving for him.

She grasped Arthur’s hand and used the surprise to drag him forward a step toward herself. “I don’t want to go back to my room.”

His body hardened like he was straining against ropes. “Gen—”

“Call it desensitization therapy. Call it getting the hell over it. Call it whatever you want.” She slid her hands up his chest, her fingers rounding over the heavy pectoral muscles on his chest and up over his shoulders. Damn, seriously, how much time did Arthur spend at the gym? “Make me forget.”

His hands rested on her waist. “A month ago, you could barely touch my hand.”

“But I got better. And now it’s okay.”

“When I kissed you earlier this evening, you nearly climbed the wall to get away.”

“That was before.”

“Before what, a few bottles of wine?” His fingers squeezed her sides, just firm pressure. “You should have professional therapy, not one drunken night that might increase your distress.”

“I don’t want therapy.” She leaned forward, pressing her breasts against the soft tee shirt that he wore. “I want you.”

Arthur’s deep inhale swelled his chest, pushing against her. “You’re making this very difficult.”

“Then stop resisting,” she said.

He untangled her hands from around his neck. “Your American boyfriends may have taken any opportunity to slake their lust, but I’m an Englishman. I can resist because it’s best for both of us.”

“Best for you? How is a case of blue balls best for you?”

He bent his head and brushed his lips across hers, the slightest of kisses, and he crowded her back against the wall behind her.

Trapping her.

Tremors crawled through Gen, shaking her body, rattling her bones against each other until she thought she would come apart, but Arthur had already retreated from her.

Near her ear, he whispered, “Because I won’t do something that will harm you.”

“I’ll be okay. You can make me okay. We’re friends, and maybe if I was with someone I trust, someone who knows what they’re doing—”

“I am many things, but I’m not a sex therapist and I’m not a gigolo. I won’t be used as such. And you might not be fine. If you are upset afterward, I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“I’m fine. Maybe if I had another drink—”

“And I certainly won’t take advantage of you when we’ve both been drinking quite a lot. It was a long, upsetting evening.”

“I’m sorry,” Gen said. “I didn’t mean to put you in a bad position. I should have known that I wasn’t your type. I’m not anyone’s type. I shouldn’t have imposed.”

“Oh, no.” His breath warmed her shoulder through the chiffon of her evening gown. He’d stepped forward again in the dark. “On the contrary. It’s a good thing that I am an Englishman and a paragon of self-control,” he caught her hand and pressed her knuckles to his chest, “or else I certainly would have ravished you. Having a beautiful woman offer herself to me in my bedroom late at night is more than any man should have to resist.” He chuckled. “I’ve had too much to drink. I’m thinking in French. It happens sometimes.”

Under her fingers, his heart was racing like he had run miles.

She said, “I’m not your type, and it’s okay. I know it. You don’t have to say it.”

“What should I not say?” he murmured.

“That I’m your type, when I’m not.”

His lips brushed her knuckles, and his voice was low and husky. “You are my type. You’re simply beautiful. Your hair is thick and lustrous, and I want to see it spread over my pillow and wrapped around my fists. Your body is lush and womanly, and I want to bury myself in you and forget everything. I would love to tie your arms and your long, long legs spread-eagled to those bedposts so I can look at every bit of you and play with you for an hour before I let you come. I wish I could strip this dress off you this very moment and have my way with you. If I’d had just one more vodka tonic, you would be in my arms tonight and probably in emergency therapy tomorrow. Let’s discuss this in the light of day when we’re both sober, shall we?”

She nodded because she couldn’t think of a word to say. Everything he had said was spinning in her head.

“Come.” He stepped back and, reaching over her head, opened his door wider. “Let’s get you back to your bedroom.”

He led her by the hand through the wide kitchen to her room. In the dim light of the kitchen, she could see his black tee shirt and pajama pants. The shirt had a triangle with an eye like the one that was on American money and some keys around it. The text around the symbol read: CRYPTOGRAPHY — IN MATH WE TRUST.

Huh. Weird. Gen would have bet that The Earl of Givesnofucks would have slept in a Jack Daniels or Red Bull tee shirt.

When they got to her bedroom, Arthur wheeled her inside and shut her in, closing the door firmly behind her.

Gen was just about to collapse in a weepy bundle of tears on the thick carpeting under her feet when a solid thunk vibrated the wall behind the door.

She peeked outside.

Arthur was walking away, down the hall, shaking his hand like he was trying to flick water droplets off of his fingers.

He growled, “Go inside. I don’t have the fortitude to send you away again.”

















Tattoos







The next morning was a Saturday.

When Gen visited her mother, she read a couple of chapters in the mystery novel they were working on—it looked like the main guy was a spy for the enemy!—but she sure as heck did not say a word about throwing herself at the hot earl and getting turned down.

If her mother had been able to speak, she would have said that Gen shouldn’t have done it, that a man like Arthur was beyond her hopes.

Instead, her mother’s frail body lay in the bed, covered by sheets and that double-wedding ring quilt. Blue circles looped over the snowy cotton.

Her mother, always slim, looked even thinner lately, but that was to be expected due to muscle atrophy, the nurses had told her. She was being fed sufficient calories through the tube up her nose.

Finally, Gen couldn’t take it any more for that day and went back to Arthur’s apartment.

She came inside the apartment to find Arthur standing in the kitchen, shirtless and sweaty. He was gulping a glass of water and wiping the back of his bare neck with a towel.

Running shorts clung to his muscular thighs.

It was the first time Gen had seen her client nearly naked.

Sweet baby Jesus.

Sweat trickled down the crevices between the rounds of his shoulder muscles and pecs and channeled down the deep crevice between the bricks of his abdominal muscles. His rough breathing expanded and contracted his torso, and those muscles glided over his ribs as he panted. Thick ropes and swells of muscle wrapped his whole body, and Gen couldn’t stop staring at him. His smooth skin was pale golden all over, from his broad shoulders to his trim waist to the strong, lean muscles of his thighs.

Damn. He did not skip leg day at the gym.

Tattoos wound around his body.

One bright tattoo was etched into his skin on his forearm that held the glass of water to his mouth. On the thick cords of his right forearm, three shields were inked, surrounding some kind of triangular Celtic knot thing. The small tattoo was maybe three inches across on his pale bronze skin. A blue shield with three gold crowns pointed down at his wrist. The other two were a red and white diamond-patterned shield and an orange shield with a white cartoon lion on it.

His muscular back was decorated with a complex pattern of watercolor red and blue curving stripes. Tendrils of scarlet and azure ink crawled over his shoulders, twisted down his strong arms and his thighs below the hem of his shorts, and criss-crossed his broad body. Lots of his pale gold skin showed between the flowing color, but he looked like he had been draped and wrapped in red and blue ribbons.

Dang.

The matronly housekeeper standing next to him was holding a pitcher of ice water and averting her eyes.

Arthur noticed Gen and smiled at her. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Gen replied.

They both said, “Look, about last night—”

And stopped. And stared at each other.

The housekeepers stampeded out of the kitchen.

Arthur said, “After you.”

“Nope. You, first,” Gen said.

Arthur said, “Please, I insist.”

“I’m fine. You talk. Go ahead.” She didn’t want to be the one who set the tone for the conversation.

Arthur nodded. “It’s Saturday. Let’s go up to Spencer House for the weekend, if you want. We could come home tomorrow after breakfast.”

“Okay.” That was not what she thought he would say, and it sounded like they would be home in time for her Sunday afternoon visit to her mom. “I’d like to see Spencer House.”

Arthur smiled at her, a slow smile. “I’m glad. If you have jeans and trainers with you, that might be a good idea.”

For a manor house? “Okay.”

While she threw a few things in an overnight bag, Gen dug under the long skirts in her closet to find her jeans and tennis shoes.

They packed and were in the car in under an hour. Arthur drove the Rolls Royce.

Ruckus sat in the back seat and, after some bouncing back and forth to look out the windows and hang over the back of the seat to pant warm dog breath on Gen’s cheek, he settled down to sleep before they had driven out of London proper. He smelled clean-doggie damp like he had just had a bath.

Arthur said, “I’ll probably switch this car out for something smaller while we’re there.”

Gen asked, “Where’s Pippa?”

“I gave her the weekend off since we’re going to the country house.”

“That’s nice.”

“It feels good to drive. It’s a problem to drive myself around in the city. Parking, you know.”

“Plus, the last time you drove, you got loose and put the car into the wall,” Gen mumbled.

Arthur laughed. “No one’s chasing us this time. Or, they were, but I lost them already.”

“You did?” She assumed he was joking.

“Probably the photographers my brother hired. One for each of us.”

Gen swiveled in her seat and looked out the rear window. The expressway rolled away behind them. “Really?”

“Those quick couple of turns lost them.”

When they were outside of London, Arthur drove with one hand, and his other hand was turned upward on the console between them.

Gen hesitated, but then she slid her hand into his.

Arthur sighed. “I was worried.”

She looked out the window beside her cheek. “I was worried, too.”

















Negotiation







Gen had seen pictures of Spencer House on a BBC program about the great manor houses, so she wasn’t shocked to see the sprawling Tudor mansion appear as they drove up a lane arched with trees.

The house that grew, and grew, the closer they got.

It grew from a house into a mansion into a city block.

Bigger and bigger and bigger.

The TV show didn’t do it justice.

Spencer House was a fortress, a small city within walls that rambled over the land and jutted into the sky.

They drove into the cobblestoned courtyard and turned the car around to drive past the other wings of the house to the garage area over on the side.

Ruckus looked out the back window, paws on the back of the seat, panting.

“This is your house?” Gen clarified.

Arthur said, “This is my home.”

The dove gray and white exterior rose all around the car. A man met them when they parked in an outside parking spot.

The older man had a weather-worn face with tanned, thick skin. He wore jeans and a mud-splattered work shirt.

In the back seat, Ruckus went nuts, hopping and barking a long, happy conversation at the guy.

Arthur hopped out of the car and hugged the man, laughing.

The man clapped Arthur on the back and laughed guffaws at him.

Arthur broke it off but kept his arm around the slightly shorter man’s shoulders. The guy was still north of six feet tall. “Gen, meet Ifan Pryce, the gamekeeper of Spencer House.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Ifan said, extending his hand. The old man’s eyes were bright blue, and he grinned a tobacco-stained smile. His accent was a little northern, maybe Welsh.

“So nice to meet you,” she said and shook his hand.

Arthur said to him, “Gen and I are going out to the deer park for a few minutes.”

“Ah, dark secrets, then,” Ifan mused.

Arthur smiled at him. “We’ll talk tomorrow morning, all right?”

“Ay-yep. Got a few things for you to look at on the accounts.”

“Splendid. Could you see that our things are taken upstairs?”

“I’ll get someone to look into it.”

Gen got the feeling that Ifan Pryce could order Arthur around if he needed to.

Arthur let Ruckus out of the back seat and waited while the dog greeted Ifan.

Ifan ruffled the dog’s ears and asked him, “You want to come run around with me, boy?”

Ruckus took a long look back at Gen with his big, brown eyes, and Ifan laughed, “Ho, ho!”

Arthur asked, “Gen, shall we?”

Gen followed Arthur, and when she looked back, Ruckus was trotting after Ifan.

The gravel in the parking lot area rolled under Gen’s shoes. The three-story extension of the house flanked both sides of the parking area. Back in the olden days, the stables and workmen had their shops in this small town attached to the main building.

He led her out through a path around the side. “There are formal gardens in the front of the house,” he said, “but I prefer the deer park. We have a herd of several hundred English fallow deer here, descended from the survivors of those hunted by King Charles and other royals on holiday.”

“The hardy survivors,” she quipped.

“Hardy, indeed.”

Forest and grasslands surrounded the manor house, and Gen traipsed through the knee-high grass, hopping over stones and clumps of shrubbery while she chased after Arthur. The afternoon was warm for early March, just sweater weather, and the early spring air cooled Gen’s face as she hiked.

“When I was a child, I used to visit my grandfather out here when I was on holiday from school,” he told her, “and before that, my parents and Christopher and I came out here for the summer holidays and Christmas.”

“I didn’t know that you knew your grandfather. I mean, because you went to that boarding school in Switzerland.”

“I knew my grandmother, too, although she died when I was around five. She used to insist that everyone eat every scrap of food on their plates because of the War. The previous earl was very gruff around children, very reserved. He was a product of his generation when children were seen and not heard, and fathers did not help raise children. I was always somewhat afraid of him as a young child, though he warmed to me later on. After my parents died, I was glad to return to school in Switzerland. I thought I might have to live here with him.”

“That’s awful.” Gen hopped over a decaying log about the size of her leg. Mushrooms grew from the softening wood. “Why didn’t you go live with your uncle?”

“My grandfather and my parents believed in boarding schools for children, especially for heirs. Christopher was only three, so my uncle took him until he was nine and sent up to Eton.”

“I’m surprised that you didn’t stay in the country. Switzerland is a long way away.”

“It was for the best, I think. My grandfather did like me around for short times during holidays because I was a quiet child.”

Impossible. “You? But you’re so—”

He turned around and grinned, walking backward with his long legs covering the ground. His dark blue sweater reflected in the ice of his eyes like azure tints in glaciers. “I’m what?”

“You’re everywhere. You’re all over the place.”

Arthur laughed. “I listened to my grandfather when he talked about our history here, and I liked to run about with Ifan and his grandson back then, too. Coming here made me feel connected to my family and Britain. Christopher was too young, toddling about. When he was little, he cried like little kids do. He hid behind my uncle even when he was older. My grandfather never took a liking to him.”

“So that’s why he didn’t inherit much.”

“No, that was planned before he was born. He was the spare, of course, in case something happened to me. Still, in case something happens to me.”

“Are you going to do that with your children, leave everything to the oldest boy and not much to the others?”

“So far, I don’t have any children.”

“That you know of,” Gen chided him.

He laughed. “I’m sure I would be informed with a quick and thorough lawsuit, but I’ve been scrupulously careful. I imagine that I’ll have to do the traditional primogeniture inheritance, though. It’s the only way to care for these estates. They have to support themselves, and they can’t do that if they’re divvied up piecemeal over even one generation. Spencer House does not support itself now, even with rents and the National Trust. I kick in a lot from other sources to keep it running.”

Gen bit her tongue about private jets streaking off to Paris in the middle of the night and drunks pouring Cristal on strippers. “That must be tough.”

“Oh, I could tell you stories.”

“I’d like that.”

He stopped walking, but he was still smiling. “I could show you the house tonight, if you wanted.”

She touched his hand, just a quick tap near his wrist. “I’d like that a lot.”

They hiked through knee-high, dry winter grass and new spring shoots for twenty minutes. Last year’s grass crunched under Gen’s tennis shoes, and the tender green growth smelled clean when crushed.

As they emerged from the tree line of the woods, a clearing spread open, and the herd of deer grazed on the grass and jumped over each other, gamboling. All the deer were about the same size, as March was too early for fawns. Their coats were all different colors: deep rust with black lines down their backs, tan with brown lines, almost black, and a few dark-eyed, white deer. Many of them had white or lighter spots. The hopping herd looked like an earth-toned quilt, flipping around from children playing under it.

Arthur stood with his hands shoved in his jeans pockets. “This is where I come when I need to discuss something that must not be overheard.”

The afternoon sun warmed Gen’s back, and her damp tee shirt under her sweater clung to her skin from walking out so far in the early afternoon. “Do you have a lot of secret conversations?”

“I mean with the deer. I talk to the deer. They’re great listeners.” He was grinning again, and she laughed at the way his silvery eyes turned merry.

“Do the deer answer back?” she asked.

“No.”

“That’s good. Jeez, you had me worried, there.”

“About last night—”

“The deer don’t know anything about that,” Gen said.

“I’m serious.”

So she stuck her hands in her own pockets. “I threw myself at you. I’m embarrassed about it, and I’m sorry that I put you in an awkward position.”

“Don’t be embarrassed. I’m honored. I’m humbled that you would trust me so. At the very least, it’s a compliment that I won’t forget, and I meant every word I said.”

“At least all the words that you can remember,” she joked.

“I remember,” he said. “I remember every word and every moment and every brush of your skin, all night long, from kissing you before the ball to dancing with you in my arms. I remember that I was on the precipice of losing all self-control. I wanted to take you to bed and explore you for hours. Do you feel the same today, though?”

Gen blurted, “Yes.”

Damn, she hadn’t meant to say it like that. She should have been cagey and not said what she meant, led him a merry chase or something.

“Yes,” Gen said again. “I feel exactly the same as last night. I want to get over it. You’ve already helped me with getting better around men.”

“You’d have to trust me.”

“I do. I do trust you. I don’t trust anyone else.”

“You haven’t had a chance to trust anyone else,” he said. “You’re getting much better around men. Maybe a boyfriend, a relationship, would be a better choice.”

“Like who? James Knightly? I’d rather never touch a man again.”

“Who’s James Knightly?” Arthur asked, his voice quiet, seemingly disinterested.

“A guy at work. He’s such a gossip. He’s backstabbing everyone, trying to get tenancy. I don’t even know any men who interest me in the slightest.”

“All right, so not James Knightly. You could see a therapist,” Arthur said, but he sounded like he was reciting by rote, saying something that he was supposed to say rather than what he wanted to say.

“I don’t want to see a therapist. Besides, counseling and things like that turn up during the selection process for the offers of tenancy. They would crucify me. There’s so much gossip in the office, and all of it colors the senior barristers’ decisions about tenancy. It all comes back to that.”

“I could teach you how to cover your tracks, instead. You could attend counseling without anyone knowing.”

“Someone would find out. Someone always does. Your brother has a detective following me as well as you.”

Arthur puffed out his breath in something between laughter and derision. “It’s easy enough to elude someone who’s following you, especially someone who is so very bad at it.” Sarcasm sharpened his voice.

“That doesn’t matter.”

“Unfortunately, for eight more months at least, I’m your client. That’s the largest problem we have,” he said.

Gen sucked in air and said, “I don’t care.”

“Good.” Arthur stepped toward her and pulled his hands out of his pockets. His voice dropped. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

“You were?” Her voice squeaked.

Arthur reached over and hooked one of his fingers around one of hers, the least possible skin-to-skin contact that still qualified as such. Her attention focused on his warm hand, one finger touching hers. “I have wanted you from the moment I saw you in that conference room. I have been waiting for months, sitting across small tables from you, feeling your legs against mine, riding in cars with you so close that I could feel the warmth of your skin, and dancing with you in my arms. I’ve been more patient than I have ever been in my life. I can hardly wait to feel your bare skin in my hands, to taste you, to make you scream my name.”

Gen’s throat closed so tightly that she had to force the words out. “I’ll bet you say that to all the girls.”

“I’ve never said anything like it before.”

“You’ve never had to wait more than a few hours.”

He chuckled. “That’s probably true.” His voice was so low, even gravelly. “Are you sure about this? If your chambers find out, you could get in trouble. The ethics board. Tenancy.”

She forced her head to bob up and down, hoping that she didn’t look too stupid or like she was lying. Those silver eyes of his seemed to see everything. Sometimes, it was unnerving, and he might be seeing even more than what he mentioned.

Gen said, “It’s nobody’s business but our own. I did hear of a case where it came out that a pupil barrister got into trouble for sleeping with his client, but that’s because the client complained when it broke up her marriage. Plus, when the barrister denied that he had been involved with her, the client produced the barrister’s underwear. He really shouldn’t have let his mother sew labels into his underwear. I think that’s what really sank him.”

She needed to keep telling herself that. Otherwise, she might let something slip in the office.

He turned his hand around so that his large, warm hand wrapped around hers, more skin contact.

“I need to know some things about what happened to you,” he said. “You didn’t want to talk about it, before.”

She nodded and tried to control her breathing. She still didn’t want to talk about it.

“If you don’t want to narrate the experience,” he said, “you could tell me what things are hard limits for you.”

Gen was stumped. “I don’t know what ‘hard limits’ means.”

“Sometimes, when one is engaging in certain lifestyles, you discuss soft and hard limits, things that you might be willing to do versus things that you absolutely will not do.”

She frowned. “I don’t get it.”

“Restraints. Toys.” With his other hand, he stroked her shoulder over her tee shirt with his fingertips. “What I can do to your body or your mind.”

Oh. He meant kinky stuff.

A tremor started in her chest. “I can’t do that.”

“Not can’t,” he said, “but will not, or not yet. And that should be discussed and negotiated.”

Gen tried not to let her hands shake. His fingers were still holding hers, gently but firmly. Letting go to shake the crazies away would be weird. “I would have to trust that you wouldn’t cross those lines.”

“I won’t. I wouldn’t.” He was watching her face, his silvery eyes flicking as his gaze roamed from her eyes to her mouth. “And I have to trust that you will tell me where the lines are. I don’t want to guess. I can’t read your mind.”

Considering how easily he sussed out when anyone around him was lying, she wasn’t sure that last part was entirely true, but she saw the sense in the whole statement. “Okay.”

“If you don’t want to tell me what happened in the past, then you have to tell me what sort of things you aren’t ready for in the near future.”

“Okay.” Gen sucked in a deep breath. Her hands quivered. She desperately wanted to shake the crazies out, but she needed to stop doing that. Her poker tell gave too much away. “Okay. Okay-okay.”

He waited, watching her, and his fingers trailed from her elbow to her upper arm.

She began, “No crowding me up against things like walls. No holding me down. No grabbing the back of my neck.” The air in her lungs ran out, and she sucked in a desperate breath.

He nodded, his expression serious. “Continue.”

“No tying me up or holding me so that I can’t get away.”

His smile was gentle. “I think you’re metaphorically tying my hands.”

Gen blurted, “No beds.”

One of his eyebrows dipped. “No beds?”

“They give me the willies, a huge platform where someone can force you down and you can’t get away. I can’t touch a bed. I don’t even like to look at them.”

He peered at her, looking at her eyes. “Then where have you been sleeping?”

“On the couch,” she admitted.

“The one in the guest bedroom?”

She nodded.

His eyes widened in horror. “On that loveseat? You’ve been sleeping on it?”

She nodded again, ashamed.

“A child couldn’t sleep on that thing. Not to mention an adult, an adult like either one of us.”

Tall, and in her case, fat around the butt and hips. “I’m sorry. You don’t think I ruined it?”

“Heavens, no. I’m mortified that we didn’t know, that something wasn’t done.” His hand left her arm, and he ran his fingers through his thick, dark hair, holding it back. “We’ll rectify that when we get back to London. As far as we are concerned, I never liked beds for anything but sleeping, anyway. Too commonplace.”

Gen wasn’t sure what to make of that at all. Maybe he did have a Red Room of Kinky Stuff in his apartment.

Arthur looked over at the deer, watching them leaping and running in the sunlight. He said, off-handedly, “You could tell me your assailant’s name.”

Gen looked over to watch the deer, too. “I don’t want to.”

“Do I know him?”

“I don’t think so. I was a few years behind you at Oxford, so I don’t think you would have overlapped with him. He wasn’t in Trinity.”

Arthur was still casually watching the deer, off in the deep grass. “Does he work in your chambers?”

“Oh, no. I would have chosen different chambers.”

“Ah. Anything else you want to tell me about him?”

“No. Why?”

“Who his friends were? What his major was or what profession he is in now? Just so I won’t say something wrong.”

“It sounds more like you’re fishing for information.”

“Oh, no. I’m just an indolent earl, remember. I have no ulterior motives.”

“Arthur, you aren’t planning to look him up, are you?”

“Now, why would I do that? I will concentrate my efforts on you.” He looked from the deer back down at her, his eyes smiling and kind. “I’m far more interested in helping you with your little dilemma.”

“You’re making fun of me.”

“Not at all. I’m fascinated by you, and I have much to consider about our evenings, our experiences. Let me see if I’ve got it all: no shoving or crowding you up against walls or other things, no grabbing the back of your neck, no restraints, and no beds.”

Gen was exhausted just listening to that litany of thou shalt nots. “You can’t work around all that. No one can. I’m just going to have to find some other way to make sure no one finds out about it.”

She let go of his grip and finally—finally!—shook the crazies out of her hands.

When she saw him watching her, she dropped her hands to her sides, ashamed again.

He said, “We’ll start with those as your hard limits. As you trust me more, as you become more comfortable, we’ll reevaluate what you want. We’ll always discuss it first.”

The air was still restless in Gen’s lungs. “Okay.”

“But here are my conditions,” Arthur said.

“Oh?” Gen almost jumped backward. She hadn’t known about this. “Like what?”

“You’re mine, now,” he said. “While we do this, you’re mine. No other men.”

“I haven’t dated anyone in years and certainly not in the last couple of months while we were supposed to be dating.”

“Good. I can do with you what I will, as long as I observe your hard limits. You’ll do what I say, when I say it, willingly, compliantly.”

That was awfully weird. “What if I don’t want to?”

“You’ll do it even if you don’t want to.”

“What if it scares me? What if it’s something that I didn’t think to tell you or something that upsets me and I freak out?”

“You’ll have safewords, words or other signals that will mean to slow down or to stop entirely. We both will.”

“I don’t know how that works.”

“We’ll discuss it. We’ll practice. This is the important part: In reality, when we’re working, you have all the power. You are the one in control because if you utter those words, I am honor-bound to stop.”

“Okay,” Gen said, breathing hard.

“Other than those words, when we’re alone, you belong to me, body and soul.”

“That’s kind of scary,” she said.

“You don’t have to make any decisions other than whether it’s too much and you want to slow down or stop. If it gets to that, quite honestly, I’m not paying close enough attention. It would mean that I’ve made a mistake.”

“What do you mean, not make decisions? That sounds very retro.”

“You don’t have to think about it anymore.”

“I do overthink things,” she fretted.

“Give all your fear to me. You don’t have to be afraid. You just have to feel, to experience, and to be mine.”

“I don’t know if I can do that.”

“You have been,” he said. “You’ve been doing it for months.”

“No, I haven’t.”

He held out his hand, palm up. “Take my hand.”

Gen laid her fingers in his and held on.

The smile that Arthur gave her was pleased, calmly pleased. “Good,” he said.

She couldn’t help but be just a little proud of herself at his praise.

“Just like that,” he said. “You were afraid, but I told you what to do. You didn’t think about it. You didn’t agonize over it. You didn’t think about your fear and your past. You just did what I told you to.”

She had been doing it for months. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“I want to talk more about these safewords.”

“Understandable.”

“And we can’t do that in court or when we’re dealing with your lawsuit,” Gen said.

“Of course. In that, I am yours.”

She laughed. “Yeah, I guess you are.”

“Shall we begin?” he asked, still holding her hand.

Okay, this might be the adventure of a lifetime. She might need therapy afterward, but she might be okay.

She needed therapy now, anyway. She probably wouldn’t be worse off.

If she wanted evidence that this might work out, she could cite that she could touch him now, she was holding his hand, and she had kissed him. She hadn’t been able to do those things with anyone just a couple months ago. Not at all. She would have had a panic attack just thinking about them.

And she liked Arthur.

They were friends, and they laughed together.

And . . . more.

Gen said, “Yes. Let’s begin.”

He tugged her hand, only enough to shift her balance so that she stepped toward him. Her fingers splayed on his shirt, and his rounded pectoral muscle beneath the soft cotton twitched under her hand.

“Good,” he said.

Her face warmed at his words again.

Arthur positioned her hand on his shoulder, nearly reaching around his neck. He always adjusted her arms around him, every time they were close like this and every time they danced at the parties and balls.

He bent, lowering his face until his lips almost touched hers.

“Say you’re mine, pet.”

Gen braced herself and whispered, “I’m yours.”

His voice was deeper and husky when he told her, “Kiss me.”

The breeze freshened around her legs, cooling her skin, and the thick grass of the meadow stretched around them. Hills rose in the distance, past the deer that grazed so far away. Sunshine warmed her arms and back.

Arthur curled his arm up, his fingers turning in hers, and he positioned her other hand on his chest, too.

She was steadier on her feet, and it felt like he was holding her in his arms without holding her down. His other arm dangled at his side. His warm breath feathered on her lips.

The deer hooted and grunted on the other side of the field. The scent of sun-baked grass mixed with Arthur’s cologne, cinnamon, dark wood, and a faint hint of musk.

It felt nothing like a small, dark, smelly room, late at night, after she’d had too much to drink and gone home with the wrong guy.

Gen rose up on her toes that last fraction of an inch and pressed her lips to his.

She didn’t even feel the need to shake out her hands.

















Green Light







Green light.

The dry grass brushed Arthur’s jeans, scratching on the denim, and the sun was dropping in the sky.

Arthur held out his hand, palm up. “Take my hand.”

Gen was watching him, her dark eyes wide, and she laid her fingers across his palm. The breeze blew her thick, dark hair around her head.

It was a good thing that Arthur was an English nobleman, a man who had been raised to be able to control every aspect of his demeanor and his emotions.

She had just given him the green light to seduce her.

The impulse seized him to grab her, tumble her to the mud and grass out here in the deer park, and have his way with her, but he wouldn’t.

No, he had a very special seduction planned for Genevieve.

If she had merely been an innocent virgin, he would have ruined her, changed her into a wanton woman who appreciated sex in its most depraved forms.

But Gen was scared and broken.

Arthur wanted to build her into a new woman, one who was bold and strong, one who would go out into the world as an alpha female and fuck men until they begged for mercy.

Not Arthur, of course. He would be the one man who could match her, but that would be later.

That would be after she had become as strong and beautiful as pristine marble, a Galatea to his Pygmalion. He would remake this broken woman into something sturdier, stronger, and a formidable, eternal paragon in a world of mere humans.

More defiant. More inviolable.

More British.

He would make sure that no one could ever break her again.

It wasn’t just a seduction, though. It was much more like an intelligence operation, like turning a person into an asset that could be used. If he could convince someone to betray their country, their family, and everything they held to their heart, if Arthur could break a person into a compliant agent who would chew a cyanide pill rather than inform on him, he could rebuild Gen.

He was more than cultivating her. He was turning her.

In his job, if he screwed up turning an asset, he could blackmail them into silence at the very least.

He couldn’t fail with Gen. He had to watch, to assess, to adjust his tactics until he found success with her.

He hated what had happened to her.

Finding that rapist was on his list of personal projects. If Gen would just slip a few times and give Arthur just a few tidbits of information or one really good one, Arthur would find that man and destroy him.

Gen’s fingers held his hand.

“Come,” Arthur said. “Come see Spencer House.”
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After Gen and Arthur had walked back to the house through the golden fields of grass drying in the afternoon sunlight, Arthur told the staff that they would be dining out that night as he had not called ahead to arrange dinner at Spencer House.

Gen saw several housekeepers sigh with relief.

A staff lady showed Gen to a bedroom, suggesting that she might freshen up before dinner.

Blue fabric upholstered the walls and curtains, and the room was as soothing as a summer sky skimmed with clouds. Pale gold velvet covered the chairs around the breakfast table as well as the small divan at the footboard of the bed. The comforter on the bed was made out of cream silk, the same cream silk that lined the insides of the blue curtains that fell from the wooden canopy above the bed.

The effect was modern with an antique feel, as if the bed were saying, This is reminiscent of how this room looked in Tudor times, but all this beautiful fabric is new for you.

Gen glanced around the room, taking stock of the furniture. The little divan at the end of the bed was suitable to sit down on to put on shoes, but a statuesque woman such as herself couldn’t lie down on it. Her head would flop over one of the rolled arms, and her knees would hang over the other. Ridiculous.

Maybe she could fold up the comforter and sleep on the floor. She nudged the carpet with her tennis shoe. The blue carpeting was pretty well padded underneath. Sleeping on the floor might be a good option.

The too-tight black dress that came just above her knees was laid out on her bed, and the Christian Louboutin pumps sat primly on the floor below the spread skirt.

Guess someone wanted her to wear that dress. Gen hadn’t even packed it.

She flung a pair of black lace panties on top of the dress.

Those, she had brought in her bag. Just in case.

Gen showered and packed herself into the dress, struggling to zip it up. The zipper was one of those fragile little contraptions wedged under the dress’s armpit, and Gen had been eating too well at all those charity dinners. No matter how much she walked Ruckus around Hyde Park, those sauces and desserts and drinks added up. She inhaled and wiggled the zipper up.

Luckily, the dress had good structure, and the whalebones made it look like she had gained those few pounds in her boobs.

Expensive clothes create optical illusions that the cheap ones don’t. They were like the skinny mirrors that department stores have in their fitting rooms, but the dresses worked all the time.

She brushed her hair but left it down around her shoulders. For work, she twisted it up tightly in buns on the back of her head. Leaving it down felt good.

A shimmering two-seater was waiting for them as they descended the steps from the front doors of Spencer House. The blued steel car looked like a bullet with speed grooves.

She asked him, “An Aston Martin? Seriously?”

“Of course. They’re fantastic cars,” Arthur said, again dressed in a dark blue suit. He walked down the steps with her. “Simply beautiful.”

Glowing light from the sunset played over the car’s sleek curves. The headlights didn’t look like the narrowed, angry eyes of a BMW. Instead, the slim lights and rounded bonnet appeared to look at the world with a cultured, very British side glance.

She asked, “Are you sure you’re not a spy?”

Arthur laughed, and his laugh rang off the gray tiles that shingled the house. “I’m an unemployed earl with far too much money and no responsibilities. MI6 would have to have lost their collective marbles to recruit me.”

She squinted at him, trying not to laugh. “That’s exactly what you’d say if you were a spy.”

He shrugged, but he was still smiling. “I guess you’ve got me there.”

When he looked at her, his eyes were the same color as the shining blue-gray car.

She wondered whether he did that by accident, or whether everything in the world that was beautiful was that same color as his silvery eyes.

Driving to the restaurant was alternately as thrilling as a roller coaster and as sedate as a pleasure cruise.

On long straightaways between rock walls and square-trimmed hedges, Arthur opened up the throttle on the Aston Martin DB11 to zoom through the countryside.

The G-force pressed Gen back in her seat. She laughed every time he did it.

As they coasted through towns and past houses, Arthur told Gen little stories.

One crofter’s house had post and rail fences around it. Arthur and George, Ifan’s youngest grandson, used to jump horses over the fences when they were children until Ifan caught them and chewed them out at the danger to the horses and themselves. Ifan taught him to jump horses properly and set up a steeplechase course with hedges and troughs to practice. Arthur’s grandfather had approved of the sport of steeplechase, since it was a proper sport for a gentleman, and so he had bought Arthur a properly trained steeplechase horse. He had gotten quite good when he had come home during the summers, to the point where he had ridden for the British national team in international competitions when he was in high school.

Another house farther away was owned by a lady who baked cookies, different ones all the time. During the summer, he and George used to ride the horses to her house every day for a cookie as if they were playing the lottery. “Some days, she made delicate chocolate zebra cookies like crisp croissants, and sometimes, she made oatmeal raisin rock cakes.”

The restaurant was about twenty miles away in a mid-sized town. The parking lot held several sleek Rolls Royces and Bentleys.

Arthur explained, “This is one of the few overpriced places around here.”

After a fawning hostess had seated them at a center table in the crowded main room, a waiter took their orders. The tables were spaced a bit apart, allowing the waiters to push carts between the tables. Classical music wafted over the quiet conversation.

Arthur leaned back in his chair as they waited for the soup course to arrive. He said, “You look smashing in that dress.”

“Thanks,” she said, pleased but also thanking the genius seamstress somewhere who had so expertly sewn the boning in it.

He asked, “What are you wearing under it?”

Gen glanced behind herself, but the waiter guy had already gone through the doors, thank goodness. Other guests were engrossed in their food or their conversations.

She said, “Underwear.”

“Those weren’t laid out for you.”

“Did you have someone lay out the dress?”

“Of course, but panties were not laid out with it.”

“How do you know that?” she whispered.

“Because I told her not to.”

Gen was not going to be able to look any of his staff in their eyes. “Oh my God.”

Arthur’s voice was deep. “Take them off.”

Gen looked around again. “I beg your pardon?”

“You heard me.”

“But, someone might see.”

“You should have about thirty seconds before the gentleman returns with the soup. You might want to hurry, pet.”

He stared at her, smiling, his silvery eyes calm and confident.

He wanted to see her do it.

The people around them chattered and pinged their silverware on the china plates.

Arthur smiled a little more, maybe at her hesitation.

Did he think that she wouldn’t do it?

Hey, she might have a psychological block about being touched right now, and she might be from the Texan backcountry, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t up to whatever he could think of.

Actually, she wanted to watch the look on Arthur’s face while she did it.

Gen smiled back at him.

She pinched the bit of lace on her hips through her skirt and tugged downward. The panties slid down, loosening around her legs and rubbing between them.

Arthur drew one side of his lower lip inside his mouth and bit down on it.

Geez, he was sexy when he did that.

She leaned forward to lift her butt off the chair a little and slid the panties down to her knees.

Gen hooked one finger in her underwear as they slid down her calves, and she stepped out of them, snagging the lace on the high, fuck-me heels of the red-soled shoes. She yanked and jiggled the panties free.

“Did it,” she said.

Arthur leaned forward. The intensity of his gaze made his eyes look like molten silver. “Hand them to me under the table.”

She stopped. “Are you serious? There are people around.”

“No questioning,” he said. His voice was still deep in his throat, but now it was more husky, rougher.

Fine. She could play his game.

Gen balled up the underwear and reached under the tablecloth, finding his fingers. She opened her hand above his. “Got them?”

“Oops. Dropped them,” he said.

“What!” she whispered, imagining her black lace underwear lying on the floor, where she had the option of either letting someone find them later or crawling around under the tablecloth to retrieve them.

Arthur smiled. “I’m kidding.”

He leaned back and stuffed something in the interior breast pocket of his suit jacket. Gen caught a peek of something black and frothy.

Okay, he had probably been kidding about dropping them.

The waiter appeared at the table, pushing a cart holding two bowls of soup and a champagne bottle in an ice bucket, just as the lace disappeared into Arthur’s pocket.

Gen ate the dinner acutely aware that, under the floaty skirt, she was naked from the waist down except for her high-heeled shoes. Every time she thought about it, the skin between her legs grew more sensitive.

She crossed her legs, squeezing herself.

Arthur watched her shift, and he stopped talking in the middle of his sentence, cleared his throat, and then continued.

They made small talk about people, Ruckus’s improving behavior, and some books they had read, and they joked around.

It felt just like always between them.

Except that she wasn’t wearing panties.

And he might tell her to do something else.

And she just might do it.

And occasionally, she caught Arthur with a small, secret smile.

They shared a creme brûlée with crackling sugar over the top. Gen let Arthur eat most of it because she wasn’t sure how much more strain that zipper on her side could take. Plus, the steak with peppercorn sauce had filled her up. And the champagne. Bottles of it. But she took a few good bites.

In the car, before they left the parking lot, Arthur leaned over the center console of the Aston Martin—which again looked like something out of a rocketship—and ran one fingertip down the side of her neck and around to her collarbone.

“You were a good girl in there,” he said, his voice low and sexy.

“Yeah?” she asked. His finger on the side of her neck and shoulder made her skin tingle.

“Oh, yes.” He leaned over, nearly close enough to kiss her, and his warm breath smelled like sugar.

Gen didn’t shift, didn’t move, but she wanted to.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked, his breath feathering over her jaw.

“Kiss me,” she whispered, scared again, but she had said it.

His lips brushed her jaw, and he backed off. “You’ll have to be a better girl for that.”

“I—what?”

“Do what I say, when I say it. No arguing. No excuses.”

She sat straight up in her seat. “Are you serious?”

His voice dropped lower. “I’m always serious about this.”

He leaned back and buckled his seat belt.

A very small part of Gen’s mind warned her, He’s playing you, but she told that part of her brain to shut up.

Okay, if he wanted to play games, lawyers could play games.
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Gen tried to make sense of that while Arthur drove them through the dark countryside back to Spencer House. He gave the car to a guy in the garage to put up for the night.

When Arthur held the car door for Gen, a breeze whipped at her skirt and she grabbed it, holding the material to her legs before the guy got a peek at her bare bottom. She almost dropped her clutch purse, trying to grab the material whirling around her legs.

Her head spun just a little from the succession of champagne bottles they had put away. Gen was a big girl and worked in a profession where many meetings were held over a liquid lunch, not to mention months of charity soirees with open bars, so she could hold her liquor pretty well.

Yet, champagne. What was it about champagne?

Under her foot, one sky-high heel of her fuck-me pumps skittered on gravel. She stumbled, reaching for the side of the car.

Arthur was already there beside her and grabbed her elbow, steadying her. Between his firm grip and the cool metal of the car, she was fine, and she laughed. Arthur was already smiling at her.

She could hold her liquor, though. She wasn’t wasted.

Really.

They walked in a side door. Arthur said to Gen. “Come with me.”

Gen followed him through the hallways of Spencer House to a library.

Oh, and what a library it was.

Gen sighed when she looked at it.

Books-books-books-books-books.

White bookcases stretched to the ceiling that seemed to be at least twenty feet above her head. A lot of the books seemed to be sets, leather-bound editions that were covered in the same color with gilded stripes running down the spines of the whole set. Other shelves held dozens of hardbacks and paperbacks.

She trailed her fingers over the books. “You like to read?”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “Summer holidays with my grandfather were often uneventful, especially in the evenings. During the day, I ran about with George, but I came in for dinner. The earl insisted that I dine with him and spend the evenings in the library. I learned to like reading.”

“I thought you didn’t come back to England much, that you spent your school vacations with those other guys, your friends.”

“Caz and Max. After my grandfather died, I spent the Christmas holidays with their families to be around friends, but I spent many of my summers here. Sometimes I visited Caz and Max for a few weeks, but Spencer House is my home.”

Gen practically dropped her tiny purse. “We need to document that. Part of Christopher’s case is that you didn’t return to Britain for years at a time.”

“Utter rubbish. Copies of my passport from that time are in the files. I set foot on British soil at least twice a year, often for months. I just made little effort to see him or my uncle. They didn’t particularly welcome me, the boy who would inherit what they thought Christopher should be entitled to. Most of the time, I came home.”

Gen gazed at the high ceilings, several stories above her, and the bookcases and delicately carved furniture pieces that must have been antiques and worth a fortune. “It’s hard to believe that this enormous mansion is a home.”

“Would you like a tour?”

A tour of a manor house that had been on a BBC show and that her mother would have fought tooth and nail to get into? “Yes, please.”

Even though she still wasn’t wearing panties.

But dang it. Spencer House.

Arthur’s smile was a little shy, and he looked out of the corners of his eyes at her. “Maybe we can do part of it tonight. We could start here.”

“That sounds good,” she said quickly and dropped her clutch purse on a small couch.

He gestured to the tall bookcases around them. “This is the single surviving library in the house. There used to be eight or nine libraries, but many of the volumes were donated to make way for other art or sold when the estate was in dire straits.”

“Oh,” Gen said, a sad, descending sound.

“I think it’s a shame, too. The art is wonderful, but at one time, we had three First Folios of Shakespeare, forty-three thousand first editions of other works, and fifty-seven Gutenberg Bibles. Most are gone.”

“Wow. Really?” Gen tried to stop her mind from chanting Books-books-books-books-books, but dang, how amazing was all that?

“Yes, indeed. We still have some rare volumes collected here, but the majority of the Finch-Hatten collection is now art and furniture. And jewelry. Plus some sculpture. And a few tapestries. Some of the remaining books here go back centuries.”

“That’s amazing,” Gen said, slowly spinning around to look.

He motioned to the ceiling. “This house was built in 1505 by Lord Charles Spencer, so it has stood since the Tudor dynasty.”

“The Tudors. Queen Elizabeth the First and Henry the Eighth.”

“Those were the Tudors. My family held dukedoms and other noble titles before they built the house, of course. Nineteen generations of Spencers and Finch-Hattens have lived here.”

Gen was staring at the books, aware that some of these volumes were older than the United States of America. Far older. “How come you’re only an earl then, if your ancestors were dukes?”

Arthur grabbed his chest. “Oh, you wound me.”

“Oops. Sorry. Guess that’s not a polite thing to mention.”

He dropped his hand, grinning. “As a family goes in and out of favor with the monarch, one goes up and down the ladder of noble titles. For the last two centuries, we’ve held the Earldom of Severn. My many-greats grandmother, Margaret Spencer, the Duchess of Somerset, is the source of much of the family’s fortune, though that has varied with time and the monarchs’ favor, too. She took our family from minor nobility and some lands and raised them to be the most wealthy family in England for a time. Her portrait is in the next room.”

“I’d love to see it.”

He waved one hand. “You don’t have to. Seeing musty old portraits and antique chairs can be taxing.”

Gen turned to him. “I want to see it.”

He bit one side of his lip, sexy again, and smiled at her. “If you’d like.”

Arthur led Gen through tall, double doors to the next room over. Dark wood wainscoting and crown moulding trimmed the red-upholstered walls and the wide fireplace. Silver platters adorned the walls, leaning on the top of the dark wood rail above her head’s height. The enormous soot-stained fireplace looked large enough to roast a haunch of one of the deer they’d seen in the deer park, or maybe even a roast elk.

Gen said, “Wow,” yet again.

“This room has been preserved almost entirely as it was in Tudor times, except for modern wiring and such. Pitch torches are quite the fire hazard. Duchess Margaret was a special friend of Queen Elizabeth the first. She was Mistress of the Robes, the Groom of the Stole, Keeper of the Privy Purse, and Ranger of the Great Park.”

“When you say they were special friends—” Gen began.

“I mean they were political allies, which was exceedingly important during Tudor times, far more so than anything else. You’re interested in these trivia?” Arthur asked.

“Oh, yes,” Gen assured him. She had always liked English history. Her mother had gone on and on about it, and it felt like Gen was seeing what she had only been told about. “Go on.”

“All right, if you’re interested. You can stop me whenever you want. I can ramble on about the house and the history of England for hours if you don’t stop me. We can save some for future trips.”

Would there be future trips to Spencer House?

Well, maybe. Depended on how coffee went in a few months or so.

And other things in the meantime. They might find out that they were totally incompatible in other ways.

She said to Arthur, “So tell me about Great-Grandmomma Margaret the Duchess.”

“Here she is.” Arthur gestured to a large painting, probably ten feet high and six feet across in a carved, dark frame. A woman stared haughtily out of the canvas, holding a staff, robes over her other arm, and golden keys attached to a chain at her waist. Her dark red gown matched the wallpaper. She looked down her nose at the viewer with deep brown eyes.

“She looks,” Gen searched for a polite word, “imposing.”

“Oh, she was,” he said. “She ran Queen Elizabeth’s government in many ways and was a fantastically wealthy woman. When Elizabeth’s government nearly fell, several times, often when she refused to name an heir, Margaret called in personal favors to make sure that the right people supported the Queen.”

“So she was a kingmaker,” Gen mused. “Or a queenmaker, actually.”

Arthur stared at the portrait as if he were reliving the past. “If Elizabeth’s government had fallen, the War of the Roses would have reignited, and England would have been mired in another bloody civil war, perhaps for another century. It’s not too much to say that she saved thousands of British lives with a few words in the right ears, essentially fighting bloodless wars. Bloodless wars are the best kind of wars. If you do them correctly, no one even knows they happened.”

“She sounds like quite a woman,” Gen said, watching him. His intent stare seemed like he was trying to speak to his ancestor across the centuries.

The smile had dropped away from Arthur’s mouth, and his eyes glittered with a metallic sheen as he stared at the portrait. When he spoke, he sounded as if he were reading something that was written deep within him, something imperative that Gen should hear and understand.

He said, “Margaret lent money to the government, at interest, to pay for the war to defeat the Spanish Armada. She saved England with a few strokes of her pen or a little bribe or a bit of blackmail so many times. She could have been called a spymaster with all her manipulations and machinations that no one discovered until I read her letters, which are in the archives here at Spencer House, but she was far more important than that. Queen Elizabeth knew it, though. By the time Elizabeth died, Margaret owned twenty-seven landed estates, more than the Queen, and she left it all to one grandson, Arthur Finch-Hatten.”

“You’re remarkably well-preserved,” Gen said, doing her best arch British accent. She still sounded dang Texan.

He laughed and shook his head, glancing at her with those silvery eyes so full of mischief. “Family names are reused as often as the family silver. My grandfather and my father were both named Charles.”

“And you’ve all lived here.”

“Since 1505, in this house. It has ninety-three rooms, thirty-one bedrooms, eighty-six fireplaces, and over seven hundred paintings.” He winked. “I used to give summer tours when I was a teenager under an assumed name. A few people figured me out.”

Interesting that he remembered the numbers. “It’s a wonder you have enough walls for all those paintings.”

Arthur laughed again, his somber mood thoroughly gone. He seemed so much like his jovial, devil-may-care self that it seemed incongruous that he had been so intense while looking at that portrait of his great-whatever grandmother.

He said, “Come on. Let’s look at the gallery, where we have many more walls for paintings.”

Arthur led her out of the Tudor Room and into a hallway, which converged to the main hallway in the middle of the house. The ceiling was at least four stories high there, maybe five, and paintings tiled the huge room. A wide staircase led up from where they were to the second floor, and a walkway ran around the edges of the gallery. Hallways led from it to the other wings of the house.

“That’s Charles the First, over there. We put him on the throne.”

“King Charles the First,” she said, just to clarify that point. Because, you know, he was the king.

“That’s the one. He sat for that portrait in one of the music rooms while he was at Spencer House to hunt deer. The art collection is one of the finest privately held collections in the world. Luckily, my ancestors had decent enough taste in art, and they managed to hold onto the collections through rough economic times.”

A small herd of housekeepers, all in matching black dresses, trotted past Gen and Arthur, hurrying off to clean something else in the enormous building. They all turned toward Arthur and nodded to him like a flock of curtseying geese.

Gen watched the servants scurry off. “Doesn’t look like times were ever that rough around here.”

Arthur shrugged. “In the 1930’s and 1940’s, times were rough all over England and the world. Owning art doesn’t pay the bills. The art might have been worth a great deal, but the farmers weren’t able to pay their rents. A house that is five centuries old requires maintenance, a lot of it. During those years, my great-grandfather, Earl John Finch-Hatten, let go all but the most essential staff. Five people, I’ve heard, for the entire estate, including the gamekeeper. They used to find Lord John sitting in the dining room in the evenings, polishing the silver. We tried to give the house to the National Trust at that point, but when the committee members visited, it was raining. Water was pouring into the Great Hall, right here,” Arthur motioned at the carved wooden ceiling, now painted white, “right through the roof. It was pouring like a waterfall, buckets and buckets of water. They took one look and walked out. We nearly had to abandon it.”

Spencer House might have been torn down or just fallen into a destitute husk, a horrifying thought. “Oh, no.”

“Thus we were stuck with it, all through the War.”

“You mean World War Two,” she clarified.

Arthur scoffed, “Of course I mean World War Two. I’m British. Before the War, we had a house in London, too, but it was destroyed in the Blitz. We had evacuated everyone, all the family and the staff, to Spencer House because bombs fell only rarely this far from London. We stripped Finch-Hatten House in London down to the plaster, all the books, the art, the furniture, even the linens in the closets. It was empty when the German bomb destroyed it. We saved everything we could from Finch-Hatten House, everything except the architecture.”

She turned to him. “That’s so sad.”

“I’ve seen pictures. It was beautiful, though not as beautiful as Spencer House. This is the gem.”

“It really is gorgeous,” Gen said, still turning and looking at all the portraits of long-dead people, staring down at her across the centuries.

Arthur said, “This house was built to display art. It’s a trophy house, so to speak. It’s meant to show off our connections to royalty and our power in the kingdom. It was meant to awe and intimidate.”

Gen looked around at the cavernous hall that held hundreds of priceless paintings and stood taller than the highest ladder she had ever been on. “It’s working.”

“Oh, come now,” he said. “It’s just a house.”

She turned and looked at him, standing with his feet spread. “But it’s not just a house, is it?”

Arthur looked at her a long time, his pale, silvery eyes taking on that somber tint again, before he said, quietly, “No, it’s not just a house. My family has cared for this house, for this estate, and for Britain all our lives. It’s always been something larger than ourselves or any particular building. It’s the realm. It’s the idea of Britain and freedom. We sided with the Tudors when Henry Tudor took the throne from the Lancasters in the War of the Roses. We supported the Hanover dynasty when Queen Anne died in 1714, and then we shored up Queen Victoria’s claim in the eighteen hundreds. We’ve always been for England, and for the rest of Britain now, of course. We’ve been here for well over a thousand years, working to make England the best that she could be, the most free and the most stable, trying to save lives, and trying to keep the best parts of it alive.”

That was amazing to hear from Arthur, the lazy, money-squandering earl.

“But your family never got the throne,” she said.

He laughed, his seriousness broken again. “God forbid, no. I don’t think any of my family had royal ambitions, and I certainly would never have wanted it. No privacy. No choice in your life’s work. These days, it’s more like being the head show pony, and one’s influence must be wielded carefully and without politics. They can’t choose a side, even when the right choice is obvious. No, we Finch-Hattens have always been one of the silent powers behind the throne, the people who worked for good and freedom and change, and for our own power and fortune, of course. Can’t forget that.”

“Of course not.”

There was a disconnect, somewhere. Arthur had been a child born into this illustrious, influential family, who had worked so hard to excel at steeplechase that he had ridden for the UK in big competitions and who had gained a first-class degree at Oxford in languages.

Now, he was a man who was frittering away his family’s fortune, a ne’er-do-well, a cad, a drunk, and a rake, to use the old words. Somehow, he had turned into a guy with too much money and too much time, and he was being stupid about killing himself with it and destroying the fortune in the process.

What had happened to Arthur?

Maybe being orphaned at nine years old and sent packing to boarding school would do that to a guy.

He said, “At times, the Finch-Hattens were richer than the king or queen, and more powerful than the monarch, too.”

“That’s really interesting.” How did one go from being the heir of one of the most powerful families in England to the Earl of Givesnofucks?

He said, “Yes, well, all ancient history, now. Can’t do those things in today’s world.”

Ah, there it was.

He stepped toward her and ran one finger down the outside of her arm. “Shall we watch some television tonight?”

Her skin shivered because, even though he might have been a decadent nobleman, he was still a hot, ripped, well-dressed, well-spoken, sexy man who was standing right in front of her.

And she still wasn’t wearing panties.

“Sure,” she said, her mouth suddenly wet. “Let’s watch some television.”

He held out his hand, palm up.

Gen reached out and clasped his hand, holding on.

















Forget Quirky Love







Gen followed Arthur back to the library, still holding his hand, where he locked the doors behind them with a quick flip of his wrist.

Yes, Arthur locked the doors.

She sucked in a deep breath and looked around herself at the books, the couches, and the coffee tables.

That furniture was okay. There were no beds. Couches and chairs did not scare her.

Really, she was fine.

She sucked in a deep breath and held on tight to her panic, stomping it down.

Arthur towed her by her hand through the library, past sky-high bookcases and conversation groupings of couches, and clicked a button on a remote control to make a television rise out of another piece of innocent-looking furniture, just like at his apartment.

Yet another silver ice bucket holding yet another champagne bottle sticking out of the ice stood on an end table. Two slim champagne flutes and a dish of sugared strawberries stood beside the bucket.

Okay, more booze.

Not that she needed it.

Her liver was in fine form lately. All those charity events with open bars had exercised it until it was almost as efficient as when she had been in college.

She was pretty relaxed from the champagne, though.

Relaxed was good.

Arthur took off his suit jacket, laying it over the arm of the couch.

A lot of the furniture in the library looked antique, made of delicately carved wood and tufted ivory moire or silk.

This medium blue couch, however, back in this little nook between the bookcases, looked more mid-century modern, upholstered in soft canvas-like fabric over its boxy frame.

He touched her arm, stroking her skin from her biceps to her wrist with one fingertip, and asked her, “Movie or show?”

The grandfather clock in the corner said that it just barely nine o’clock. They had been staying up until the small hours of the morning every night for those charity events. She said, “Movie.”

He smiled. “What kind?”

“Oh, whatever you want to watch.” She flipped her hands in the air, indicating that she didn’t care at all. “I tend to end up watching girlie things, Hallmark movies and rom coms.”

“That sounds good.”

“Oh, come on. You probably want to watch some science fiction special effects thing, or maybe Shakespeare or some classical music concert.”

“No,” he said, chuckling. “I like to watch some of that, but I go to enough theater and charity events. I like comedy the most.”

“Yeah?” she asked, almost as normally as when she was wearing underwear. She felt a little sexy, a little naughty, wearing a skirt that fell just above her knees, high heels on her feet, and no panties on her ass.

Yet, they were negotiating which movie to watch.

Just a movie.

The hottie standing in his magnificent library who had just taken her out to an expensive meal and plied her with bottle after bottle of champagne wanted to talk about movies and watching TV.

Fine.

He said, “I haven’t seen the one that came out a year or so ago, Forget Quirky Love. It looked funny.”

“Okay. Fine by me.” Maybe, if they got to watching the movie, maybe he would stop talking and she could suggest to him, somehow, that more might be in order.

The champagne must be bubbling thoughts into her head.

He sat on the couch and picked up the remote, clicking on the television and fiddling with it. The champagne and sugared strawberries rested on the end table beside his elbow.

Okay, fine. She flopped on the couch beside him.

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes, the silver of his eyes becoming glittery with mischief again. “On the floor, pet.”

Gen frowned. “What?”

“On the floor, at my feet, pet.” That time, his emphasis on pet was unmistakable. “You aren’t arguing, are you?”

Oh, they were back to playing games again.

She said, “Um, no? You want me to sit on the floor, by your feet?”

“Yes, pet.” His voice had dropped into that low, sexy register again.

“Okay.” She slid off the couch and sat on the floor at his feet, folding her long legs to the side. “Like this?”

He smiled, his lips opening over his even, white teeth. “Good girl.”

From where he was sitting above her, he could pretty much look down her cleavage, bared in the low-cut dress.

In front of her, the television that had climbed out of the coffee table flickered to life, and boxes scrolled as Arthur worked the remote control to find the movie.

The highlighted box stopped on Forget Quirky Love and flashed. The producer credits scrolled over an opening shot of a meadow covered with pink wildflowers.

Beside her, Arthur’s legs shifted. She peeked up at him. He was leaning over to the champagne bucket, popped the cork with his thumbs, and poured the wine into the two glasses. He handed one down to her, and she sipped the sweet, fizzy wine.

So much champagne. Were they celebrating something?

Well, maybe they would be.

Gen had braced herself on her arm, but her elbow was already twinging. She was, after all, a big girl.

On the television, boy met girl, and they made jokes.

Arthur’s legs were right beside Gen, so sturdy-looking in his dark suit slacks. He probably wouldn’t mind if she just steadied herself by resting against his legs.

Not much. Just a little.

She shifted her weight and leaned against his legs.

Warmth touched her head, stroking down her loose hair.

From behind her, she heard Arthur murmur, “Good girl.”

So this was okay. Cool.

During the movie, Arthur touched her hair, tenderly stroked her head, and ran his fingers down the side of her neck and over her bare shoulder.

Every caress sapped nervous energy from Gen until she was practically draped over his legs as he touched her, her head resting on his knees like a tired cat.

She didn’t even notice that she was doing it, but as Arthur pet her head, her fingers stole up his leg, caressing his calf and then the back of his knee.

Again, Arthur whispered, “Good girl.”

She peeked at his socks, emerald green and steel blue argyle. Again, she wondered what mood a nobleman had to be in to wear socks like that.

Eventually, as the hero and heroine on the television joked and misunderstood each other and joked some more, Gen trailed her hand up his other leg, the fine cloth of his suit slacks dragging under her fingertips. Thick muscle bulged on the backs of his legs, too. He must have a trainer. That kind of muscle wasn’t an accident.

Arthur squeezed her shoulder and then stroked her hair again.

Damn, that felt good. Her eyes felt dry, and her blinks got longer and longer.

Her arm looped behind his knees, and she caressed farther up Arthur’s leg on the outside of his thigh.

On the television, the hero and heroine had their faces very close together, and they kept looking from each other’s eyes to their lips. Lens flare striped across the screen, indicating love.

She finished the glass of champagne and passed her glass to Arthur, who poured her another half of a glass of liquid courage.

He asked her, “Are you getting drunk?”

“No. I’m tipsy. I might be giggly. But I’m not drunk.”

“Good,” he said. “I don’t like drunk women.”

“Really? Some of those pictures in the tabloids suggest otherwise.”

He chuckled. “Things aren’t always as they seem.”

“But you went ahead and porked them anyway, right?”

“Not if they were inebriated.” A shudder made it all the way down his leg under her cheek. “I don’t sleep with drunk women.”

“That still leaves a whole lot of women.”

“That’s true.”

“Oh, you sound like that’s such a problem for you. Poor baby.”

“It is. Sometimes I don’t particularly feel like it, but I can’t weasel out.”

“Oh, come on. You’re not obligated to sleep with a woman, just like she’s not obligated to sleep with you.”

“It’s not that simple. When you spend a few thousand dollars on an evening, the woman expects something spectacular, a scene. I often can’t get out of it.”

Actually, Gen could see that. That evening was kind of disappointing so far. Considering the fancy dinner and her lack of underwear, she’d assumed that she would be on her back with her legs in the air by now.

A few willies at that idea seeped through the champagne.

She turned her head against his leg to look up at him. His hand moved with her hair. She said, “That must get old, planning a ‘scene’ instead of making love, being so in charge and responsible for everything.”

“No.” He was still staring straight ahead at the television, but he was smiling.

“Oh, come on. It must get boring after so many. No spontaneity. No emotional spark.”

“No.”

“Really?”

“Not at all.” He shook his head, still smiling. “You’re missing the movie.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Watch the movie.”

“Okay.” She rolled her head back. The couple on the screen were kissing open-mouthed and hard.

Gen wondered if Arthur ever kissed like that, so passionate, so desperate. He’d always been gentle with her, but she suspected that he was holding back.

Above her head, Arthur said, “And pull your skirt up.”

And there was the kinky part.

Gen reached down to her skirt by her knee and dragged the fabric up her leg. When the hem was in the middle of her thigh, she stopped.

“More,” he said.

She slid the gauzy fabric over her upper thigh, baring her whole leg to him, a thick ham on the bone, as her mother would have said. The dress’s hem clung to the very top of her leg, up near where her underwear would be, if she were wearing any.

She paused, looking up at him.

“More in back,” he said.

Gen slipped the fabric up so that the curve of her bare butt showed.

“Good,” Arthur said.

Gen turned back to the movie, her head resting on his thigh and knee, stroking his leg, and his hand caressing her hair and shoulder.

After a few more minutes, Gen felt his large hand tangle in her hair.

Okay, this was new.

Holding onto a thick fistful of her hair as a handle, Arthur gently turned her head toward him.

When she looked up to where he was sitting above her, he was holding a slice of sugared strawberry in his fingers.

Gen lifted her hand, reaching for it.

Arthur’s smile turned more devilish, and he shook his head.

Oh, he meant to feed them to her.

Gen opened her mouth and waited.

Still holding her hair in his other fist, Arthur lowered the slice of red berry toward her lips and pushed it inside her mouth, rubbing his thumb over her upper lip as she closed them on the sweet.

His caress felt sort of like he was kissing her, but even more sexy.

He fed her another strawberry slice, a burst of sugar and bright flavor on her tongue, and he slid his thumb over her lower lip this time.

After a few more, with a few more rubs of his thumb over her lips, Gen moved her lips on his thumb, kissing it.

He said, “Good girl,” and he fed her another strawberry.

This time, as he pushed the sweet fruit between her lips, Gen kept her lips open on the pad of his thumb. Sugar clung to his skin, and she sucked it off. He didn’t look away from her, his silvery eyes intensely watching her.

She closed her lips and chewed the strawberry in her mouth.

Only a few berries were left on the plate.

Without looking away from her eyes and still holding her hair crushed in his other hand, Arthur reached behind himself and picked up another strawberry. He reached forward, feeding it to her with no hesitation as she opened her mouth for him and closed her eyes.

This time, she opened her mouth wider and sucked his thumb in up to his knuckle. She licked the strawberry juice off his skin, sucking and swirling her tongue.

Yes, she knew that this was essentially a preview for oral sex if he shoved his cock in her mouth, and she wanted to make it good. She’d had a bad experience—a really bad one—but that didn’t mean that she was a prude or a dead lay.

Arthur pulled his thumb from her mouth and picked up the last strawberry from the plate, still bending to look at her from where he sat on the couch above her.

On the back of her head, his strong hand grasped a thick handful of her hair more tightly, holding her head.

He held the strawberry in his fingers, but he used the last knuckle on his hand to push down on her chin, opening her mouth wide for him. His silvery eyes glittered, watching her, becoming hotter as he smiled. His lips parted.

Gen watched him from under her eyelashes, her mouth wide open.

Arthur pushed the strawberry slice into her mouth and thrust his thumb in after it.

She closed her lips on his skin, sucking.

He gripped a handful of her hair, rocking her head, and watched her as he rubbed his thumb down her tongue, nearly to her throat. He pushed it in several times, splaying his other fingers up the side of her face over her cheekbone and angling her head where he grabbed her hair. His dark pupils widened in his silvery eyes, and he was breathing shallowly in the top of his chest.

Still, he watched her, his eyes so intent on her face and her mouth, watching his thumb plunge between her lips.

Gen sucked on his thumb, curling her tongue around his skin.

He pushed his thumb deeply into her mouth one more time before he pulled it free.

She leaned back and chewed the strawberry in her mouth. Her lips felt swollen from where she had been sucking on him, and sugar and the taste of his skin coated her tongue.

Under her skirt, the skin between her legs felt just as swollen as her mouth, like he had been rubbing her down there, too.

Arthur breathed, “Good girl,” in a deep, dark voice. He smoothed her hair where he had been grasping it and leaned back to watch the movie.

Gen swallowed the sweet strawberry and turned back to the television, where the guy had his arms spread and was emoting wildly, probably expounding on his love for the girl.

Arthur stroked her hair, trailing his warm fingers down the side of her neck and shoulder as he arranged it down her back.

He glanced down. “Pull your skirt up.”

Gen looked at her leg. Her black skirt had fallen back almost to her knee when she had sat up to suck on Arthur’s thumb and eat the strawberries.

She slid the black gauze back up her leg. The smooth material coasted over her skin.

This time, she felt sexier as she revealed her leg while he was watching her.

“More,” he said.

She pulled up the skirt, letting it drape down her ass in back.

“Good girl.”

Gen was beginning to feel like Arthur’s toy, a sexual plaything, subject to his whims and his use.

It didn’t bother her nearly as much as it should have.

As a litigating lawyer, Gen was responsible, all day and every day, for so many people’s court cases and defenses that might send them to jail or might restore their lives, plus she worried every waking minute about affording her mother’s care at the nursing home and her treatment there.

Arthur’s inclination to take complete control over this section of her life sent desire coursing through her, followed by a serious flush of heat to her pussy.

Letting him have her body and decide what would happen to her was a relief.

Gen’s eyes widened.

Arthur played some pretty serious games, and she was falling right into them.

















Submissive Therapy 







For the rest of the movie, about fifteen minutes, Gen leaned against Arthur’s legs while he stroked her hair and shoulders, his fingers skimming down her arms and over her shoulder blades as he smoothed the curls of her hair. A few times, just enough to keep her full attention, his fingers stole down her chest to brush the top rim of the cups of her dress over her breasts.

She leaned on his legs, rubbing his calves and thighs, daring to sneak her fingers up to trace the shape of his hip. When her hand stole toward his inner thighs, he crossed his legs, denying her.

By the time the credits rolled on the television screen, she was fidgeting, the naked skin between her legs sensitive and warm. Every time she squeezed her thighs together, her clit zinged a pang of longing up her body.

The television screen went dark.

If Arthur stood up and held out his hand for a firm handshake, Gen was going to tackle him and rip his clothes off.

And then she would feast on what was under those clothes, the triple-shield tattoo on his forearm and the blue and red ribbons that striped his back and down his arms and thighs, the thick muscle that wrapped his arms and chest, and the ripples of his abdominal muscles.

Her mouth had been around his thumb, and she was hungry for the rest of him.

Arthur held out his hand to her, palm up. “Take my hand.”

Gen slapped her hand into his, and he pulled her to her feet. Her dress fell down her thighs again. His hand steadied her until she balanced on her high heels.

He reclined on the couch, his lean body lying back on the wide cushions, and he patted his thighs. “Sit.”

Gen started to turn and tucked her dress under her butt, preparing to back up and sit on his legs.

“No,” he said.

Gen turned back. “Then how?”

“Over me,” Arthur said. “Astride.”

She would have her legs on either side of his, and her pussy would rest directly over his cock, right on the fine cloth of his suit pants.

She might leave a damp spot.

“But—” she said.

“Surely you aren’t arguing with me,” he said.

“No. Not arguing. It’s just that—” Gen fidgeted, drawing her legs together and accidentally squeezing her clit again. Wanting leapt through her. She gasped a little.

“Yes?”

Her hands fluttered in the air. “I’m still not wearing panties.”

“I should hope not.” The glint is his silver eyes was pure mischief.

“You see, I might—”

“Is there a problem?”

“Well, I’m kind of—”

His voice was low, commanding. “Say it.”

“Wet,” she admitted.

His sexy smile widened. “Good girl. Sit here.”

He clapped his palms on his thighs.

“Okay, then.” She grabbed handfuls of the gauzy material of her skirt, lifting the hem while she saddled up on his lap.

His gaze drifted to where her rising skirt bared her legs.

Her knees rested on the couch on either side of his hips. “Are you sure?”

Arthur brought his hands around, touching her knees and then rubbing his hands down her calves. “Absolutely.”

She settled back so that she was sitting with her thighs on his, probably not leaving a wet imprint of her naked pussy on his pants.

Probably not.

Under her bare thighs, the thin fabric of his slacks was soft on her skin.

His hands caressed her calves, running his palms over the muscles on the backs of her legs. He had tilted his head to watch his hands on her legs.

“Is this okay?” she asked.

“Splendid,” Arthur growled. His hands rose, rubbing over the tops of her thighs under her skirt. The thin fabric caught on the cuffs of his shirt and the titanium watch he wore, and he pushed the hem of her skirt up to the tops of her thighs.

Gen settled her hands on his shoulders, steadying herself.

He looked up at her, his silver eyes molten. His shoulders rose and fell like he was struggling to breathe. He pressed one of her hands closer to his neck, where the warmth of his skin leaked out of his shirt collar.

His voice was deep in his throat. “Let us discuss your safe words.”

Gen ran her fingers through his short, dark hair. He closed his eyes and leaned into her touch. She said, “I don’t know what that means.”

“Safe words are the ultimate power. You will always have the power to stop anything that is beyond your limits. If you say one, I will pause or stop entirely, depending on what you say.”

“What if you don’t?”

“Then I have breached your trust, and you should walk away from me and not look back. I will always honor your safe words. I will always stop.”

She nodded.

“I remember your hard limits, what you said when we were out in the deer park. No shoving or crowding you up against walls or other enclosed spaces, no grabbing the back of your neck, no restraints, and no beds. But safe words. You need safe words to tell me if it’s getting too intense for you, if I’m getting too intense for you. For now, let’s use ‘red’ and ‘amber.’”

“Amber? Oh, that’s right. You Brits have ‘amber’ stoplights instead of yellow ones.”

“They’re traditional, if somewhat boring. We’ll pick more personal ones later.”

Her breath was blowing through her lungs and her throat. “So I say—”

His fingers grasped her thighs, gripping and releasing her skin. “If you want me to slow down or to pause, say ‘amber.’”

Maybe she should have had more wine with dinner. A lot more wine.

His silky hair slipped through her fingers. “Okay.”

He growled, “If you want to stop entirely, to halt everything, you should say ‘red.’”

She curled her hands around the back of his neck. “Red. All right.”

He was staring at her bare thighs, his fingers pulsing her flesh. “Say each of them.”

“Amber,” she said. Her voice was breathless and weak. “Red.”

“Good.” He slipped his hands farther up her thighs. “Good girl.”

Her lips parted, watching his hands.

He looked up, saw her reaction, and smiled. “Now kiss me.”

Gen lowered her head to his, brushing her lips across his mouth, but he caught her hair at the back of her head in his fist again and pushed her down to him. His mouth opened under hers, sucking at her lips, and Gen kissed him back, harder.

Arthur’s other hand was still on her leg, under her skirt, stroking her thigh.

Gen’s head was pulled back by her hair, stretching her throat. She was looking up at the high shelves of the bookcases when the heat of his mouth misted her neck. He touched her with his breath first, still sweet and sugary from dessert and with a whiff of wine from the champagne.

She held on, her arms wrapped around his strong shoulders.

He kissed her neck gently at first, his lips dragging on her skin. She gasped at his touch. Her arms tightened around his neck, pulling him to her.

She felt his hand tighten in her hair, pulling. He stretched her neck farther back and sucked at her skin, nipping her with his teeth.

Her core tightened, the muscles in her abdomen and back flexing.

She couldn’t help herself. She leaned into him, arching her back.

Arthur’s hand on her thigh moved backward over her bare hip, reaching around behind her, and he grabbed her ass with his strong fingers.

Arthur groaned against her neck. He growled, “What is that perfume?”

Wanting fuzzed her brain. “I don’t know. Roses, vanilla. It’s in a round thing.”

He bit her neck near her ear, where she had stroked a bit of the scent. “Wear it all the time.”

“I will,” she gasped.

He grabbed the cheek of her ass harder, kneading it. “My God, you feel good. So soft. Better than I had thought.”

Gen bowed her head over his. Shame washed up through the lust that swept through her. “I’m just fat.”

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered into her neck. “I’ve been dreaming about you. I’ve wanted to get my hands on that ass of yours for months. Every time you sat down next to me and crossed your legs, I’ve struggled not to stare at your thighs.”

“Nuh-uh,” she said.

His low voice shivered on her skin, and his fingers tightened where he was holding her hair and her ass. “One time when I came into your office to pick you up for lunch, you were bending over a file cabinet. Your suit skirt was stretched tight over your ass. I had to hold onto the door frame not to run my hand under your skirt to see what you felt like.”

He flexed his hand, grabbing her ass again, and he kneaded her flesh.

“You did not,” she whispered, but she remembered several times that she had caught him staring at her with heat in his eyes.

“I could stay here all night,” he whispered, “breathing in your perfume, your hair in my fingers and grabbing your ass, but I have a better idea.”

Gen’s nerves still trembled. “Wh-what?”

He let go of her hair and stroked down her shoulder. “Do you want to use a safe word?” he whispered.

“No,” she said. “No safe words. Don’t stop. I’m dying.”

His low voice washed warmth over her neck. “Good girl.”

He brought his hand around and under her arm, stroking her side where the zipper strained, and brought his hand up and under her boob.

Gen arched her back, pushing her breast into his hand, practically offering herself.

Dammit, she should be more restrained. She shouldn’t be so needy.

He held her heavy breast in his hand and kissed downward over her collarbone to where she swelled above the top of the dress. His thumb grazed over her nipple through the black fabric.

Desperation shot through her, a jumping spark that raced along her body from her breast to her mouth and downward, making her ache between her legs.

Gen gasped and held his shoulders again, which evidently Arthur took as provocation. He grabbed her ass harder, jerking her toward his body, and his thumb rubbed her nipple while he mouthed her skin.

Her legs were still spread over his, and she hadn’t realized quite how much her folds were stretched open. When he pulled her forward, the soft fabric of his pants rubbed over her aching clit.

Need erupted in her body, and she clawed at him, arching her back to push her breast into his hand and try to feel his pants against her clit again.

Arthur slid his hand inside the top of her dress, popping her breast free, and latched onto her nipple with his hot mouth.

Gen dug her fingers into his shoulders and let her head drop back, whimpering. She keened, “Arthur, please. Please.”

He licked her nipple inside his mouth and sucked deeply with his lips, and it felt like he was pulling her whole body into him.

His other hand slid around her hip to the front, his palm stroking her skin, and he rubbed down to her knee and then up the inside of her thigh.

Gen stopped breathing and held onto his neck, gasping against his skin, waiting for his hand to reach her. The warm scent of his cologne and a faint, masculine musk wafted out of his shirt collar. She pressed her face to his shoulder.

His fingers stroked the outside of her pussy with gentle, soft strokes. Her skin was so swollen that it should have tickled, but his delicate touch made her shiver and drove her closer to the edge.

Her voice caught in her throat as she whispered, “Arthur,” and pushed her hips forward on his hand.

The heel of his hand pressed her clit, and the tips of his fingers slipped inside her. Gen rocked back, driving his fingers deeper inside, rubbing, and his palm massaged every clenching nerve in her pussy as she ground down on him until a bright spark snapped through her, throbbing from her core up her spine.

Blinding white light filled her, and she fell against him, panting.

Dear Lord, it had been years since desire had driven her like that. Sure, she had occasionally relieved the shameful tension by furtively fingering herself, but that physical spasm was nothing, nothing, like when Arthur touched her.

She lay against him, drained and quivering, and blinked back tears. Emotions overwhelmed her, and she couldn’t even name half of them.

His arms curled around her, holding her against his chest, and his hand reached into her hair again to press her cheek to his heavy shoulder.

Arthur whispered, “Good girl,” near her ear.

Gen tightened her arms around his neck, recovering from the quick, blinding orgasm, and was now totally unsure how to act. She tucked her boob back into her dress, embarrassed by so much flesh.

He stroked her back. Occasionally, his hand drifted down to cup the cheek of her ass, his fingers gripping her flesh for just a minute before he caressed and soothed her again.

Good Lord, Arthur probably had blue balls. He’d taken care of her, but she hadn’t done a thing for him.

Gen sat up, still straddling his lap, and pulled her hair over to the side.

Arthur’s silver eyes were shining in the lights embedded in the carved ceiling overhead. He said, “You are so beautiful.”

She reached down to his belt and picked at the leather strap threaded through the buckle.

“No.” He pushed her hands away.

“But—” She touched his belt again, trying to pull the soft leather.

Arthur’s voice lowered. “I said, stop.”

“But you— I should—”

He grinned at her, even though his grin looked a little haggard. “You were a good girl, but not that good. You need to be better to earn that.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Think about it a little more.”

The lawyer in Gen’s brain woke up before her common sense. “To be clear, if I’m just a little good, you’ll give me orgasms, but if I’m not any better than that, I don’t have to reciprocate?”

“If you aren’t a very good girl, yes, you will stall out at this, and that will get boring after a while, don’t you think?”

“I think I could handle you doing that to me twice a day forever.”

“Forever?” Arthur asked, humor glinting in his eyes.

“I didn’t mean to say that,” she blurted. Oh, man. She had been the first one to say something about a long-term arrangement, and that was pressuring him. She hadn’t meant it and wasn’t sure she would even want it. After all, Arthur really was the Earl of Givesnofucks, and she was a chubby, horsey-faced lawyer with a Texas accent. “Let’s forget I said it, okay?”

That was weird. He was still smiling. “I won’t forget.”

“Oh, great. Now you’ve got something else to tease me about.”

That devilish glint lightened his eyes again. “Indeed, I do. I must also mention, while you’re considering your strategy, that if you don’t progress in your training, you’ll never find out what other talents I have.”

“Training?” Gen was not okay with that word.

“That’s the customary term for it,” Arthur said. “We can call it anything you want. Submissive therapy, if you like.”

“I am not submissive. I’m an assertive, modern, professional woman.”

His eyes hardened to a shiny silver, and his voice dropped. “Down on your knees.”

Gen slid off his knees to the floor.

Arthur stood in front of her and unbuckled his belt. “Open your mouth.”

If he undid his belt, he might take off his shirt so she could see him again, those corrugated steel abs, broad chest, and the tattoos of the tattered blue and red ribbons across his back and down his arms. She might see them up close.

No matter what, she was certainly going to experience at least part of him up close.

She opened her lips and watched his fingers slide his belt through the buckle.

It was going to be just like when she had been sucking on his thumb, rough, with her hair in his fist.

Her mouth watered, waiting for him.

Arthur left his belt dangling, and he used one finger under her chin to raise her face to him. “You can call yourself anything you like, pet, but you’re a sub.”

She closed her mouth. “A—A what?”

“A sexual submissive. You’ve heard of this, right?”

Gen stared at him, many things clearing up in her head. “And that makes you—”

“A Dom,” he said. “It stands for Dominant.”

“Why?” The word escaped her mouth before she could stop it.

“Because I like it, of course. I like it a lot.”

“No, why are you doing this to me? Are you training me to be your sub?”

“No, no. I’m saying that you already are a sub. It’s your nature.”

Gen spread her hands over her knees on the floor. “Then why are you doing this? What’s the expected outcome for this?”

“The endgame for you is to be able to engage in a normal relationship, not a Dominant and submissive relationship. That’s what you asked me for.”

“Then why?”

“You couldn’t stand to touch my hand a few months ago. You could barely dance a waltz in my arms for a few minutes. When I took the choices away from you, you were able to do it. Look at how far you’ve come. You’re doing brilliantly.”

She asked, “So, after some more time, after this Dom therapy is done, after you finally screw me, what then? Am I going to be all messed up?”

“No. If I were training you as a submissive, I would push all your boundaries until I could do anything to you, and you would submit. Your submission would be beautiful, graceful, and I would be proud to earn your trust. But you don’t want me to do that, do you?”

“No.” Her voice quavered and didn’t sound sure at all.

He lifted her chin and looked at her, holding her chin between his thumb and the knuckle of his first finger. His silver eyes flashed as he watched her face very closely. He asked more softly, with a lilt of wonder in his deep voice, “Do you?”

Gen bit her lip and fidgeted with her hands. “I don’t think so.”

Arthur’s dark eyebrows rose, and he hesitated before he said, “All right.”

Gen pressed her hands to her knees. The right words had come out of her mouth, right? She had said no, hadn’t she? At least kind of?

She wasn’t sure that she had said no. As a lawyer, she would have cross-examined the heck out of any witness who had waffled like that.

“Are you going to do it anyway?” she asked him.

“Do what?”

“Make me into a submissive? Break my boundaries until you can do anything you want to me?” Her voice had an edge of eagerness that she hadn’t meant.

“No.” He was speaking with that deep voice of authority again, and it sounded as final in her ears as a verdict. “If you want to change the parameters of our agreement, if you want me to do that, you must ask. You must ask when we’re both sober and not engaged in play. All decisions in a Dom and sub relationship must be made that way, not in the heat of the moment, not while under the influence of anything. You can’t blame alcohol or passion later. You would have to make a real decision and ask me. Do you understand?”

Gen nodded. Disappointment threaded through her.

It would be embarrassing to ask, embarrassing to admit that she wanted such a thing, if she did.

She didn’t.

She thought she didn’t.

She wasn’t sure that she didn’t.

Arthur sat down on the couch and patted his lap again. “Come here.”

She started to sit astride him again, but he swung her legs around so that she sat across his lap, cradled in his arms.

She whispered, “When I’m all done, once you screw me, is that it? Are you going to walk away?”

“Never.”

“It sounds like you’re going to.”

He stroked her hair. “You’ll still be my lawyer. We have to keep up the charade until the court date, no matter what. And as you have said, as I’ve said, we’re friends. We’ve become friends. I won’t walk away from you.”

“We have quite a few more months until the court date in November.”

“Months and months,” he said.

“Are you going to throw me away after that?”

“No,” Arthur said, pressing her closer to his chest. “I won’t throw you away. You’ll leave me, happier and healthier, but you will leave. Like all women, you’ll get tired of the drunken debauchery and my wasted life as a nobleman and nothing else, and you’ll leave.”

She didn’t argue because he sounded so sure that it would happen.

















The First Chaise Lounge







After an hour of being cradled in Arthur’s arms and hearing that their tryst had a definite time limit, Gen untangled herself from him, begging off that it was late and that they had to drive back to London the next day.

He kept touching her hair, her shoulders, and when she stuck out her hand for an ardent handshake outside the door to her guest bedroom, Arthur caught her hand up in his and kissed her knuckles before he quietly said good night.

Inside Gen’s guest bedroom, the small divan at the end of her bed had been replaced by a sumptuous chaise lounge.

The curved couch was upholstered in deep blue velvet, and the cushioning sank when Gen sat on it. Blankets and pillows were piled up on the end.

Tears stung Gen’s eyes, and she flipped blankets onto the chaise before she went off to brush her teeth before bed.

She wasn’t used to being taken care of.

















Followed







The next morning, Gen sat in the passenger seat of the Mercedes as Arthur drove them back into London, his palm resting on her thigh the whole way. Ruckus had been alternately hanging over the back of the seat and sleeping in the back while Arthur drove yet another car, a four-door Mercedes.

Seriously, she was beginning to think that Arthur had a car thing.

She had been a little shy with him that morning, not quite able to look him in his startling silver-blue eyes, but he had whirled her around in the Spencer House garage before they left, pressing his own back against a Tudor-era wall with his arm clamped around her waist, and kissed her. He’d thrust one knee between her legs, rubbing her as they kissed, until she sprawled against him, quivering.

Just when she had been ready to climb up him and pull his hair, he had whispered in her ear, “Tonight.”

He had been driving for about twenty minutes, still on the outskirts of the city and many miles from the penthouse apartment overlooking Hyde Park, when Arthur muttered, “Shit,” under his breath.

Gen looked around. Ruckus was sound asleep on the back seat, and traffic was flowing normally. “What’s wrong?”

He scowled at the rear view mirror. “Someone’s following us.”

She wrenched herself around in her seat, looking at the flood of cars and trucks back there. The air from the vents chilled the back of her neck. “How can you tell?”

“Three cars back in the left lane, behind the lorry. Black Peugeot.”

The traffic swirled and jumped around so much that Gen could barely see it back there. “Are you sure?”

“It’s been following us since we entered the motorway and probably for some time before that. It changed lanes quickly at the flyover to stay with us.”

Flyover? Oh, yeah. Gen would have said overpass. “There are a thousand cars on this freeway. You can’t pick that one out.”

“The Peugeot isn’t driving like the rest of them. He’s breaking the patterns. There are a blue Ford and a green Land Rover that I suspect, too, but that black Peugeot is definitely following us.”

“Where?”

“They’re farther back. When the Peugeot drops back in a minute or two, one of them will take its place.”

Gen remained twisted in the seat, watching.

Two more exits down the freeway, the black Peugeot veered sideways and decelerated.

A green Land Rover slid into its empty slot.

“Jesus Christ, Arthur!”

“I suspected as much. We’ll need to lose them. Hang on.”

The car jolted under Gen, and she clung to the seat and the door handle so she wouldn’t fall over.

Arthur whipped the car through lanes and took another expressway.

The green Land Rover didn’t try to follow them, but the black Peugeot and a blue Ford got over in time to take the exit, still solidly behind them.

Gen told him.

Arthur nodded. “Keep an eye on them.”

He whipped through the traffic again, taking an exit and turning quickly onto side streets. At one point, he pulled into a small parking lot behind a store and parked.

A blue Ford drove by, but it didn’t turn in.

She asked him, “Who were they?”

He frowned. “Probably more private investigators hired by Christopher to keep tabs on us.”

“You sure?” Gen asked.

Arthur frowned harder. “No, but I don’t know any more than that.”

















The Second Chaise Lounge







After they returned to Arthur’s penthouse apartment in downtown London that Sunday afternoon, after the excitement on the highway, Gen dumped her bag in her bedroom and hailed a cab to her mother’s nursing home.

She ran into her mother’s bedroom and slid into the chair beside the bed, holding the mystery novel they were reading.

Her mother’s vacant eyes didn’t track Gen as she rushed in, as usual. She always watched, though, hoping.

Gen read for a few hours, blinking back tears.

Afterward, she made her way back to Arthur’s apartment and was unpacking her few toiletries from her overnight bag when someone knocked at her bedroom door.

Apprehension crawled through her.

Arthur might have some new demands. The worry turned to excitement in her stomach.

She cleared her throat. “Come on in.”

Mr. Royston Fothergill, the head of staff, leaned into her doorway. “Madam, if we may disturb you for a moment?”

Dangit. “Um, sure?”

He led a team of stout men who strode in, walking with purpose toward her small conversation grouping, the chair and loveseat. Mr. Royston Fothergill wore khakis, a blue dress shirt, and loafers instead of his usual suit. The pants sported a knife-edge crease down the fronts of his legs.

She asked him, “What’s going on?”

Mr. Fothergill drawled, “We’re redecorating.”

“On a Sunday afternoon?”

“Necessity dictates.”

The stout men picked up the chair and loveseat, lifting with their legs like professionals.

Gen scooted out of their way as they carried the furniture toward the door. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Tell us if you like the changes.”

“But what are you—”

After her furniture had been carried out, other burly-looking men walked in, carrying new furniture. The blue upholstery looked soft and somewhat overstuffed.

Gen asked, “But what is this—”

The men arranged the furniture into a sectional, a couch on one side, and a long, wide chaise lounge jutting out from it.

Housekeepers followed them in and dropped sheets, blankets, and comforters on one end of the couch.

It was a bed, but not a bed. It was definitely a couch, but it looked far more comfortable than the loveseat. “Oh.”

Mr. Royston Fothergill said, “In the future, Ms. Ward, please inform the staff of anything that would make you more comfortable. We are at your disposal. You needn’t involve Lord Severn in the matter. He has enough on his mind, and we are here to ensure that you are entirely comfortable.”

Gen asked him, “Was he upset? He didn’t yell at you, right?”

“Lord Severn has always been a most considerate employer, but he was dismayed that your needs were not met. It is our job to make sure that you are well taken care of. You must tell us.”

So she hadn’t been being undemanding. She was making their jobs harder by making them guess what she needed. “I will.”

His dry tone acknowledged her agreement. “I’ll inform the staff.”

















The Back Door







Arthur was in his computer den, working through some code and conferring with Vlogger1 and Racehorse about what governments were behind the events that they had all seen on the telly that night. What was shown on the telly was only the surface, of course. The commentators couldn’t say what was obviously going on because no one in any government would confirm it.

So the real story was never told, was it?

Arthur’s phone farted.

Yes, the alert sounded like a wet, nasty one.

Arthur used that ringtone for everything relating to his brother, Christopher: texts, phone calls, emails from him, and a news alert.

Yes, it was juvenile, but sometimes one must indulge in the juvenile.

He turned his phone over, saw what was written on the screen, and started backing out of the code that had been open on the computer monitor.

“Got to go, lads,” Arthur said, typing fast. “I’ll see you soon. I should be in Paris for Pierre Grimaldi’s wedding next weekend.”

“Have fun.” Racehorse’s video call window was almost entirely dark. A thin line of light crested off his nose and one cheekbone.

“Will you be there?” Arthur asked.

“Too much surveillance,” Racehorse said. “I can meet you for a drink at that dive afterward.”

“Excellent plan. Vlogger1? You going?”

“Oh, hell, yeah,” Vlogger1 said. “I wouldn’t miss this one. Friederike’s getting married.” She meant Pierre’s fiancée. “You know that bash is going to be epic.”

“I’m not sure who she’s getting to do the music at the reception, though,” Racehorse said. “There’re so many rumors.”

“I heard she’s flying over the whole London Philharmonic,” Vlogger1 said. “You know Friederike, always right up in everyone’s business. That woman could launch a coup.”

Arthur shrugged. Most coups these days were orchestrated by computers and were imperceptible. A few decades or centuries ago, though, Friederike would have been a formidable political force as she rallied aristocrats to one cause or another.

He said, “I’ve got to jet. See you guys.”

Arthur snapped the video chat windows closed and flipped his phone onto its screen. He didn’t want to be disturbed.

When Arthur had hacked his brother’s phone at the Hope Ball, he had tagged several pictures of Christopher’s girls with a bit of his favorite malware.

Evidently, that morning, Christopher had downloaded those pictures onto his computer, and so now Arthur had a back door into Christopher’s computer and all his files.

He turned on the computer’s webcam. A desk chair stood in front of bookshelves crammed with medical journals and stacks of paper. This computer was probably in Christopher’s home office.

As Arthur roamed around Christopher’s computer, he discovered that the desktop controlled the house’s local area network. Quite a few devices were hooked up to that LAN.

The thermostat.

The security system, including the cameras.

Baby monitors.

Christopher’s wife’s computer.

The curtains.

Electronic personal assistants.

Everything.

Arthur roamed Christopher’s house for a few moments, a ghost in the ethernet, his long, electronic fingers stroking the devices that were now entirely his. He left malware in all of them. If Christopher found Arthur’s malware in his computer, Arthur could jump back in through any of those internet-connected devices and reinstall his control on the computer in minutes.

After just a few moments of surfing the wires, Arthur dove deeply into Christopher’s computer, looking for the pictures that Christopher had assured Gen would mortify her.

The file was called October Surprise Blackmail.

Arthur sighed. Christopher was smart enough to get through medical school, but he would have been crushed in the Great Game. It took a healthy dose of paranoia and a touch of psychopathy to survive in that.

Inside the folder, the metadata in the pictures told Arthur that the ones he had found were copies, and the originals were on other computers at other ISPs, elsewhere. Deleting these would do nothing. Christopher’s PI would merely email him fresh files.

A spreadsheet of ads purchased in London and national newspapers, spread over the entire month of October, was a bit of a shock. Christopher wasn’t taking chances with merely giving his pictures to reporters and hoping they wrote a story. He planned to run large ads in the papers and online. Christopher must have spent millions of pounds on those ads to ruin Arthur, his brother.

Jesus, what kind of a sick bastard did that?

One who was trying to poison the entire jury pool, of course. It was the desperate double-down of a man who had racked up millions in legal fees on a foolish case.

The pictures on Christopher’s computer did mortify Arthur. Heat flushed his face and his chest, and he sat back in his chair in a cold sweat, swearing.

Those pictures could never be released.

If they were, Arthur would probably be dead within twenty-four hours.

Gen would probably be collateral damage because she was around him.

Certainly, though, if Christopher released those photos, people would come after Christopher, his wife, and his girls. Christopher’s whole family would die, too.

Arthur leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his desk and rubbing his face.

He had to figure out a way to stop this.

Damn it. Why couldn’t it have been hookers and blow?

















Tonight 







That morning, when Arthur had spun her around in the garage, kissed her, and driven her into a frenzy, he had promised her “Tonight,” so she had backed off and suffered through the car ride with his hand on her thigh and the whole rest of the day.

Well, now it was tonight.

They had a small function to attend, Arthur had texted her.

Gen dressed in yet another new dress because Arthur absolutely would not allow her to attend an event in a dress that had already been seen. Her closet was stuffed with formal dresses. To get new ones in, she had to slide her hands in and mash the old ones aside. It was stupid, how much money Arthur was spending on clothes for her.

The dress was the second-sluttiest thing that Graham had allowed her to buy, a dark red cocktail dress that reached just past her knees with a flaring skirt.

And no panties.

She had attended Oxford and a strenuous bar course. She knew how to take the initiative.

Gen was waiting by the elevator at eight o’clock, just like usual. The staff trickled out until only Pippa was in the kitchen, and then she had gone downstairs to prep the car, as usual.

Arthur sauntered around the corner from his end of the flat. His dark hair was plastered to his head and flopping all over.

“Arthur, honey?” Gen tilted her head at him. “Did you forget to comb your hair after you showered?”

Arthur looked up as if he could see his own hair and touched his head. “I suppose I did.”

He ran his hand through his hair like he was trying to finger-comb it.

Now, his hair stuck up in places and looked like black, snarled weeds.

“Sugar, let me help.” Maternal instincts strengthened her Texas accent. “You’re making it worse.”

He bent his head, which she didn’t really need because she was wearing Louboutin fuck-me shoes, because hell-yeah she was. She was giving off every do-me signal short of painting her arse red like a macaque in heat, hoping it inspired Arthur to do something to her like he’d done last night.

Actually, given that she was wearing a dark red dress over her butt, she kind of had painted her arse red like a macaque in heat.

Well, whatever worked.

She flicked his hair with her fingers, trying to get the soggy strands to lay right. Water dripped off the ends. “Did you even towel your hair?”

“I don’t know.” His low voice was flat like something was crushing it.

She led him to the kitchen and grabbed a clean towel out of a drawer. “How can you not know if you dried your hair?”

“I don’t remember.” He sounded distracted, and his head was turned away from her.

“You? Not remember?” Gen roughed up his hair with the towel, taking a lot of water out of the dark strands, and managed to drag his hair into a fair semblance of its usual style with her fingers. “That’s not like you.”

He straightened. “I have a lot on my mind.”

She tossed the towel into the bin beside a pantry. “More on your mind than when we left your huge earldom estate this morning and drove your fantastically expensive car to your penthouse apartment and its staff before your chauffeur takes us around tonight?”

Arthur looked away from her, frowning. “Well, when you put it that way—”

Gen stared at him. He sounded like he was trying to joke, but she was entirely unconvinced. “Arthur?”

“Hmmm?” he hummed, still turned away from her, toward the end of the kitchen and the windows that looked over London.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he assured her. His tone sounded a little more jovial, but a line creased the skin between his eyebrows. “Nothing at all. Let’s have a good time tonight, shall we?”

His hand touched her back at her waist over the thin silk of the dress, and his body went still.

Gen didn’t move, either.

Arthur’s hand trailed downward a few inches, caressing the small of her back over her tailbone.

He was feeling for a waistband.

And she wasn’t wearing one.

Gen waited while his fingers moved lower, over her hip and down the curve of her ass.

Beside her, she heard Arthur’s breathing deepen.

He flipped the hem of her skirt over his hand and reached under it, grabbing the bare flesh of her ass.

He growled deep in his throat.

Damn, that was sexy.

She said, “I wasn’t sure whether I—”

He palmed the heavy flesh of her ass, kneading it. “Don’t speak.”

Gen closed her lips.

He moved behind her, holding her waist with one hand and her ass in the other.

“Did you do this to please me?” he asked her, his fingers tight on her butt.

Okay, no talking, he had said. She nodded.

His hand on her waist slid up her ribs, and his fingers closed on her nipple.

Gen’s breath caught. She arched her back, pushing against both his hands.

Arthur whispered near her ear. “Did you think this would excite me?”

She nodded again, biting her lip.

His teeth raked the skin on her neck. He growled, “Good girl.”

Gen grabbed the counter for balance. She suspected she would need to hang on.

Arthur crowded up against her from behind and pressed her between her shoulder blades, bending her down. The granite countertop chilled her, and her nipples hardened fast.

Behind her, the soft fabric of his suit rubbed her bare butt, and his hard-on pressed between the cheeks of her ass.

She wasn’t sure what he was going to do to her, but she sure as hell wanted to find out.

He flipped her skirt up to her waist, and the air in the kitchen cooled the skin on her butt and thighs, but he still pushed against her. He held her down on the counter, her cheek pressed to the stone, and massaged her ass and thighs. His hand was so big that he grabbed handfuls of her flesh, stroking and kneading her.

His whisper, “Glorious,” was so soft that he might have been talking to himself.

Gen twisted a little, trying to see his face.

Arthur was looking down at her butt, smiling, taking a minute like he was enjoying the view. He must have felt her twisting under the hand on her back, still pushing her down on the counter, because he looked up.

He took a step back, and his hand left her back. “Turn around.”

Gen had learned better than to ask what he meant. She straightened, balancing on her high heels, and held onto the counter as she swiveled and leaned back.

He stepped forward again, almost crowding her but not quite because there was nothing behind her back. No wall. Plenty of escape. She took a deep breath.

His hands circled her waist, and he lifted her, easily, and sat her on the cold counter. Her bare butt chilled, and the cold even touched the lips of her pussy under her. Her legs hung down, and she was barely sitting on the very edge.

“Remember,” he said. “Amber, and red. If you say one of those, I’ll stop. I’ll stop everything because you’re in control.”

“Amber and red,” she agreed, her voice hoarse and almost silent in her throat.

She shifted, trying to get away from the cold stone pressing against her and chilling her clit, but Arthur placed his palm on her sternum right below her throat and pressed.

Gen reclined back to her elbows, the chilly stone walking cold up her spine.

“All the way,” he said.

She lay back, her shoulders and arms pressed against the granite slab.

He said, “Reach above your head and hold onto the other side.”

Her fingers stretched upward, and she found the other edge of the counter with her fingertips.

“Good girl,” he said. “Don’t let go.”

She wouldn’t. She might fall off the counter and crush Arthur.

Gen rolled her head up to see what he was doing.

He lifted her legs, laying her knees over his shoulders, and kissed the inside of her calf.

When he looked up at her, looking first directly between her legs and then over her stomach and boobs to where she was peering at him, his grin turned absolutely devilish. He nipped the inside of her knee with his teeth, almost hurting her, but not quite.

Gen laid her head back and closed her eyes. She had gone commando on purpose. Cause, effect.

The heat from Arthur’s mouth moved up the inside of her leg, a hot trail of his lips sucking at her skin. His cheek felt like satin on her thigh.

Damn, he was moving so slowly.

The anticipation was cruel to the point that she wanted to cry. His tongue was so hot, and the inside of his mouth so wet, that she squirmed, trying to scoot down to him, but she couldn’t. Her arms were extended as far as they could go over her head to the other side of the counter, and she didn’t want to slither off and be a sex-stunned heap on the floor.

Past her knee, far up the inside of her thigh where her leg bulged out a little, he paused, sucking, until pain snaked into her skin.

Oh, man. He’d left a bruise on her, a hickey on the inside of her thigh.

The thought of him marking her with his mouth turned her on more, and Gen moaned.

His cool fingers touched her folds, parting her, and he ran his tongue across her pussy, side to side.

Pleasure slid through her body.

He did it again, and again, each easy brush a glide of bliss that melted her.

Her fingertips loosened on the edge of the countertop above her, but she held on, just enough.

He licked her slower, more deeply, sucking on her quivering skin until she was panting, waiting for every new sensation.

And it was new. It was all so new.

His tongue worked inside her as he sucked on her clit, a slowly rising storm of sensation that overtook Gen, engulfed her, and swallowed her in darkness and pleasure.

















Elevator







They got into the elevator, and both of them turned and faced the doors, parallel, not looking at each other. Very British.

In the elevator, Gen fidgeted for a moment, her thighs still damp from Arthur’s mouth, and she finally asked him, “What would you have done if you were training me to be a real submissive?”

The elevator whirred around them and began to drop.

“Depends on where we were in training,” Arthur said, also looking at the elevator doors. “If it were the first few weeks, probably the same.”

“Oh.” Gen stared at the numbers flickering above the doors as the elevator descended. “What if it wasn’t the first few weeks?”

His voice deepened. “If it were still the first few months, I would have found something that vibrates and pressed it into you until you came. One has to improvise, you know.”

“Oh. Sure. Improvise.” Her body was becoming sensitive again, just thinking about him shoving something buzzing against her clit. She pressed her legs together. “And if we were further into the training than that?”

Arthur turned toward her and clamped one arm around her waist, dragging her against his body. The cinnamon and cloves of his cologne drifted from his suit, and Gen inhaled his scent.

He whispered, “Sometimes, exactly one of those two things. Other times, if I were in other moods, I would have found the kitchen twine and bound your hands behind your back. Then, I would have searched the cabinets for olive oil, bent you over the counter, and pounded your ass, pulling back on your wrists where I had tied you and rubbing your clit until you came so hard that people walking dogs in Hyde Park would have heard you scream my name.”

Okay, that was a lot to think about.

A whole lot to think about.

Gen swallowed hard. “When you say my ass—”

“Anal,” he growled, his breath hot on her neck. “I’d shove my cock in your tight, luscious ass and pound you until you came. Any guy can lick a woman to an orgasm. That’s practically cheating.”

It hadn’t felt like he was cheating.

Arthur’s eyes were blue-hot steel when he said, “But anal is a rare skill. Shocking a woman with how hard she can come with my dick in her ass, how much she’ll scream, how she will lose control and beg for more, is simply fantastic.”

Gen’s words swelled in her throat, and she wasn’t sure what to say. She sputtered, “Um, okay.”

His intense gaze pinned her as hard as his arm around her waist. “Why do you ask?”

She was sober, and this was not in the heat of the moment. What she said now counted.

Fear rose up. Terror choked her. Memories assailed her and spun her down a black hole.

Gen took a deep breath. She grabbed the lapels of his suit in her fists and said, “I want to know. I want to know what I might be getting myself into.”

Arthur growled deeper in his throat, the words “Good girl,” just barely recognizable in his gravelly voice. His arm around her waist tightened, pinning her body against his. His lips found hers, and he kissed her hard, shoving his tongue between her lips.

He slapped a button on the control panel.

The elevator bobbed to a stop under her feet, and she staggered in her high heels. It rose toward his apartment.

Arthur leaned back against the wall of the elevator, dragging her along with him and pulling her arms up around his neck, and he swung his hand under her skirt again.

Gen looked down as the lump of his hand ran over her hip and around to the front, dipping into her cleft. He found every sensitive part of her, his fingers inside her, rubbing the stripe of sensation in there. His thumb pressed on her clit where she was already swollen from just listening to him describe what he might do to her and raw from his tongue minutes ago. A few thrusts of his long fingers up into her and his rough thumb pushing on her clit made her clench so fast that she gasped.

A few more, and she was whimpering, her core tightening into a knot that wouldn’t release.

It was too soon. She couldn’t come again.

She thought she couldn’t.

Something nudged her asshole.

“Say yes,” Arthur commanded her.

Gen held onto the lapels of his suit, almost crying with the tension. “Yes.”

A deep burn crept inside her ass as he slid a finger in there, too. He was stroking against more nerves, penetrating her more deeply, more completely than she had thought possible. He ground into her, his fingers rubbing hard, driving her until she couldn’t bear it and couldn’t stop it if she had tried.

Gen cried out and fell against him, holding onto his suit with her eyes closed. The inescapable pressure drove her over the edge, rippling waves down to her knees and up to her head.

Her legs gave out, and she fell, driving his fingers farther into her and sending deeper waves running through her body. Her body throbbed with her release, tightening around his hand and pulsing on his thick fingers.

She bit back the cry, trying not to scream. “Arthur!”

In her ear, he whispered, “Like that, only louder.”

















Party







In yet another elevator, riding up to the party after the car ride, Gen’s thighs were damp from Arthur’s fingers and her reaction. The hickey on the inside of her leg stung, and she swallowed hard, trying not to look thoroughly turned on by it.

She fretted, “I must look freshly fucked.”

“No,” Arthur replied, looking straight ahead. His voice dropped to that deep, sexy register, “But that can be arranged.”

Gen was snickering as the doors opened to another genteel, perfectly appointed little hallway, where a huge vase stuffed with fresh flowers stood on a marble end table.

Time to be British.

Gen schooled her expression and held onto Arthur’s elbow as they walked into the small party, a gathering of a few dozen people at yet another penthouse overlooking yet another park.

Seriously, the rich people sucked up all the best real estate. Gen’s garden had a view of her neighbor’s weedy patch and rusted-out window air conditioner.

Arthur raised his hand as he walked into the thick of the party. “Raleigh! It’s been simply eons!”

Gen followed Arthur over to a distinguished-looking mature gentleman, meaning that he had more gray hair than wrinkles and was still whip-lean. She readied her How-do-you-do’s.

The man brightened when he saw Arthur and then beckoned him over. “Lord Severn, we must speak.”

Arthur shook the man’s hand.

Good thing he’d gone back into his penthouse apartment and washed his hands.

“First, may I introduce my very good friend,” Arthur said with warm overtones that indicated so much more, “Genevieve Ward. Gen, this is Lord Raleigh Gage, Baron Sandys, of Ombersley in the County of Worcester. He’s also a High Court Judge.”

All of Arthur’s polishing up lessons dove right out the penthouse windows. “I—A pleasure to meet you, my lord.”

“How do you do,” the Right Honorable and Learned Judge, Lord Gage the Baron and what-all else, said to Gen. He turned to Arthur. “I was dearly hoping we would happen to meet tonight.”

“You could have called if it was urgent,” Arthur said.

“It is better if it were discussed in passing,” the judge said.

Even Gen knew that meant that the Judge shouldn’t be saying this at all, but the upper classes talk amongst themselves at parties. Can’t be helped.

The Judge glanced at Gen and said to Arthur, “Perhaps there is some place more private where we can talk.”

“It’s quite all right,” Arthur told him, sliding his arm around Gen’s waist. She leaned against his side. “Gen is my barrister for the case.”

“I was wondering who you’d get after poor old Horace Lindsey died.” He bobbled as if he was riding over a rough road. His expression clenched to a dismayed frown. “Your barrister is here with you?”

Arthur said, “Mention it to Octavia Hawkes. She’ll explain.”

“But m’learned friend is right here. We can’t speak.”

“Go ahead,” Arthur said. “She’s not a problem.”

Gen shrugged and told them both, “I won’t say anything.”

“All right, if you insist.” He shook off his discomforting thought and leaned in to tell Arthur, “Judge Howard has had to recuse herself from your case due to conflicts of interest.”

Arthur grinned far too innocently. “Oh, that’s too bad. Lady Howard was most friendly to our case.”

Oh, God. Arthur had slept with the judge.

“Gossip of your friendliness with Judge Howard did make the rounds rather speedily,” Lord Gage said, his tone as dry as a brut zéro champagne made without the pinch of sugar.

Where had Gen picked up snotty references like that? She would just assume that it was osmosis from Arthur, somehow.

The judge leaned in, his thin form bent in a sharp angle. “Judge Sackville was assigned to your case this evening.”

Gen had no idea who that was, so she plastered an amused smile on her face and prepared to wait it out.

Beside Gen, Arthur stepped back as if shoved. “Knox Sackville?”

“Yes.”

Arthur touched the side of his face at his temple like a migraine was forming there. “Are you certain?”

“Positive,” the judge grated out.

Gen dipped her eyebrows and frowned at whatever it was that she didn’t know.

Arthur muttered, “Fuck it all,” and he straightened. “Thank you, Raleigh. We’ll manage.”

Gen held his elbow as Arthur walked her over to the open bar. Inside his sleeve, Arthur’s bicep jumped.

He asked, “White wine?” with a lightness that Gen recognized as completely fake.

“Tell me who Knox Sackville is,” she told him.

Arthur ducked his head and whispered near her shoulder, his warm breath brushing her collarbone, “Sackville is virulently anti-monarchist and anti-nobility. He works with an association that seeks to abolish the monarchy and strip nobles of their inherited lands and estates.”

“That hardly seems fair.” Gen tried to sound convincing on that one.

“He will be particularly amenable to Christopher’s argument that Christopher is a middle-class Englishman, salt of the earth, who deserves the earldom instead of an upper-class, Swiss-educated, Eurotrash twat such as myself.”

“Arthur!”

“Sackville will be more than happy to set precedent.”

“Yeah, okay. That’s bad.”

“Yes, that’s bad. That’s very bad.” Arthur sounded like he was on the verge of sarcasm or despair. Gen couldn’t tell which. “Christopher doesn’t know what he is playing with, here. He doesn’t know how much he could lose.”

“How much he could lose? Do you mean if the judge assigns costs because it’s a frivolous lawsuit?” Except that it sounded like Sackville wouldn’t do that.

“Gen, this lawsuit can’t see court. We should settle. We should settle this in any way possible, no matter how much it costs.”

She ducked her head to talk to him. “We tried. Horace tried settling for up to a third of the estate. Any more than that and, like you said, the estate won’t have enough income to support itself.”

“The estate doesn’t support itself now, and it’s too dangerous to let this go to trial.”

“For the other nobility? For the monarchy?”

“No, not exactly.”

Gen tilted her head to look at him. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Arthur accepted his drink from the bartender. Gen presumed that the clear liquid was vodka and tonic again. He drank, rattled the ice, and sipped some more.

Arthur was delaying a long time.

A long, long time.

Way more than the five-second rule that indicated deception. Was her client preparing to lie to her?

Arthur finally said, “You’re the one who has files and files on this case. How would I know something that you don’t?”

Oh, she could see this one a mile away. “You just answered a question with a question and didn’t really answer, and you took far over five seconds to do it. That’s evasive. You taught me that such an answer is a sign of deception.”

His dark mutter shocked her. “So I did.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“If this goes to trial, no matter who wins, we will all lose.”

“You know something. What is it?”

“I don’t.”

“I call bullshit.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“You aren’t telling me something. Tell me, now.”

“Gen, I can’t.”

“I’m your lawyer. Privilege. Unless you’ve committed a crime, you can tell me absolutely anything, and I can’t tell another living soul about it. Now, what is it?”

Arthur shook his head. “I don’t want to discuss it.”

Gen looked around the living room. Hallways led to doorways off the large living room. “Come on.”

“What are you—Gen? Gen, come back here.”

She strode off through the crowd.

“Gen!”

She busted her way through the be-sparkled and be-dazzled gowns and matte black tuxedoes to the back hallway.

Arthur’s fingers plucked at her sleeve near her shoulder, but she kept going, right out of the crowd, through the kitchen, and back to an unlocked door.

The door opened to a bedroom with a big, stupid bed squatting in the center of the room.

Dang it. She had been hoping for a nice, clean bathroom. No matter.

Behind her, she heard, “Gen, where are you—”

Gen was a big girl who’d had a lot of martial arts training the last few years.

As Arthur stepped into the room, she grabbed him by his coat lapels, whirled him around, put his back to the wall, and kicked the door shut. A quick flick locked the knob.

“All right,” she whispered, her arm across his chest and holding him against the wall. “You and Lord Gage were talking about the judge, and then you totally freaked. You were freaked out of your lordly mind before we left your apartment an hour ago, too. Tell me what is up with you.”

“It’s just the court case,” he said, looking at the gauze curtains across the window. “It has caused some stress.”

“Bullshit.” She dropped to her knees in front of him, hoping to shock him. “I don’t buy that for a minute, my lord.”

Arthur lifted one eyebrow, and he smiled.

Gen grabbed his belt and yanked the leather strap through the buckle.

















Rose Petals







A charge zinged through Arthur’s chest to his groin at the sight of the lovely Genevieve on her knees in front of him.

He’d been planning on seeing this, eventually, but he’d been planning it for a moment when she was vulnerable. In such a case, fucking her mouth would cement his dominance.

Gen pried his waistband button open and unzipped his fly.

Arthur’s dick grew hard, and his balls hung in his shorts.

He could still do the other thing later.

She reached in with her sure fingers and pulled his cock out, letting the massive thing hang in the air between them.

Arthur was aware of what he had. There was no use denying it.

Gen looked up at him, her pretty eyes wide. “Is that thing real?”

His dick bobbed in response.

“Are you serious?” She wrapped her hand around him near the base. Gen is a tall girl, a strapping Amazon of a woman, which attracted and fascinated Arthur no end. After all, dominating a woman is only an accomplishment if it’s a fair fight. Her long fingers wrapped only part of the way around his shaft, and her wide palm didn’t cover the length halfway. Not even close.

Gen said, “Oh, my Lord. I need to rethink some things.”

“I like it when you call me ‘my lord,’” Arthur said, pitching his voice low, commanding. “It is my title. Use that.”

Gen looked away, nervous. “I don’t know whether I can—”

“Open your mouth.”

He stared down at her from his great height and didn’t blink.

Gen blinked. She blinked her long eyelashes over her eyes twice.

Arthur said, “You say, ‘Yes, my lord,’ or you just open your mouth.”

A hint of a smile curved her mouth. “Yes, my lord.”

Lust and power rushed through him. “Oh, I like that a lot. Safewords won’t work here, so you raise both hands and touch your ears if it’s too intense for you. Understand?”

She nodded again.

“Now open your mouth.”

Gen parted her lush lips and opened that pretty little mouth of hers.

Arthur reached around behind her and grabbed a handful of her hair, holding her head steady while he set his cock first on her lips, letting her taste him.

She sucked on the head of his cock, flicking her tongue around it.

It had been months since he’d had release, months, and he had been thinking about Gen that whole time.

He held her by the back of her head and pushed his cock in farther, cramming the head in and popping it free.

Her soft lips and wet little tongue on his hard cock were like fucking rose petals.

And you know how fragile rose petals are.

He pushed harder, angling his dick with his other hand, shoving it in and backing off so she could breathe before he shoved her head down on him again. Arthur didn’t cram it all the way in. He didn’t want to hurt her, and he knew how to hold back.

Her hands rested on her knees, braced for balance. She didn’t raise them to touch her ears, so he got rougher.

Using her hair clenched in his fist, he crammed his cock down her throat and pumped, fucking her mouth hard. Her lipstick smeared on his cock, bronze-red stripes that looked like a tattered banner on his darkening skin.

Oh, Lord. Her hot mouth was tight on him, and her tongue curled around his cock.

He wanted to fuck every part of this woman, to mark her with his mouth and his teeth and his hands and his come.

Greed for her skin and her body overtook him.

Her lips plumped around his cock, swollen.

He thrust harder into her.

Her hands stayed on her thighs.

So he kept going.

Going harder and stronger, shoving himself into her mouth and her throat.

His balls tightened, and the string of firecracker pops shot up his spine.

His mind shattered, and he floated in blankness and light.

He held her tightly over him, pumping his come into her wet mouth and down her throat.

Oh, Lord.

















Honeypot







Gen sat back on her heels as Arthur slid down the wall, his knees collapsing. He was staring at the ceiling, stunned.

Damn straight, he was stunned.

He may have thought that he was fucking her face, but Gen knew that her oral skills were pretty good. It wasn’t difficult, really, just an attention to detail and a nimble tongue. And pretty good control of her gag reflex. And strong throat muscles that could apply some pretty impressive suction.

Arthur still couldn’t talk. He swallowed a few times, licking his lips and staring at the ceiling.

A terrible thought arose, that she might have sucked him into an aneurysm. “You okay?”

He cleared his throat and blinked. Intelligence returned to his blue-gray eyes, gradually. He whispered, his voice hoarse, “That was spectacular.”

“Yes, I know.” Gen put her fiendish plan into motion. “Now, what was it that you wanted to tell me?”

Arthur chuckled, still staring at the light fixture in the ceiling, and then laughed. He was still panting. “Oh, a honeypot. Smashing.”

“What’s a honeypot?”

He laid his head back against the wall. “It’s when spies use a beautiful woman as bait to either lure a person to a place where they can be kidnapped, or to elicit information, or influence him. Sort of like what you and Oct were doing with the Myla underwear and Louboutin shoes with Judge Letcher.”

“Roberts,” Gen corrected. “Judge Roberts.”

“Whatever.”

“And it’s not a honeypot.”

“You tried to use sexual favors to get information,” Arthur said.

“Well, yes. But I need to know.”

“That’s a honeypot.” He staggered to his feet, buttoning his fly and reaching for his flapping belt. “You are a honeypot, pet, and I am thoroughly trapped.”

“Then tell me what’s going on!”

He laughed, even though his laugh was a little ragged. “Oh, Lord. I needed a good laugh, too.” He held his hand out for her. “Come, pet. We need to get back to the party.”

Gen pushed herself back up to her feet. “Well, that was a wasted effort.”

“But a fantastic one. Truly, a fantastic effort,” he assured her.

“‘Kay.” Gen was less than thrilled with the outcome.

Arthur said, “I need to speak to Raleigh a bit more—”

Gen recited, “Lord Raleigh Gage, Baron Sandys, of Ombersley in the County of Worcester. That’s a mighty mouthful.”

“And you remembered it all. Yes, I need to speak to Lord Gage.”

“Fine. Let’s go.” Gen followed Arthur back to the party.

As soon as they opened the bedroom door, the chattering conversation whirled around them, getting louder as he led her into the main room.

Arthur looked over the crowd.

That was easy for Arthur because he was so tall, and Gen was right there with him in her high heels. They both stuck up like wildebeests looking over the tall grass of the savannah.

Arthur pointed over at a corner and waved. “Lord Gage, may I have a word—”

“Lord this, Lord that,” Gen muttered, just so Arthur could hear her. “Lords everywhere at these things. These parties are pretty much the House of Lords.”

He dropped his arm and stared. “The House of Lords.”

Gen craned her neck to see him. Had that post-blow-job aneurysm finally exploded? “You okay?”

“The House of Lords!” He grabbed her shoulders. “Gen, you’re brilliant!”

“Well, of course, I am. International Baccalaureate high school diploma, gained a first at Oxford, and head of my class at the bar course, you know. Plus even being offered a pupillage. But what exactly are we talking about here?”

“The House of Lords! We’ll pull my case out of the courts and throw it to the House of Lords!”

He hugged Gen in public and everything.

Then he wrapped his arms around her whole body and picked her up to spin her around.

“Arthur! Put me down!” He was not acting very British. Her long legs flew out and she nearly back-roundhoused an elderly lady. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” she called to the woman as Arthur flung her around.

“That’s it!” Arthur set her on her feet, tugged his cell phone out of his jacket breast pocket, and tapped the screen.

“You can’t throw it to the House of Lords! It’s not done. It hasn’t been done for decades! For almost a century!”

He waggled his phone at her. “Just need to know who to call.”

“No one can do that.”

“One person can.”

“Well, the House of Lords won’t take it. And the court will insist that they have jurisdiction or something.”

He grinned while looking at his phone. “I don’t think they’ll have the authority to argue.”

“They will. The courts always have jurisdiction.”

“Not always.” His grin turned manic.

“The only person in the entire United Kingdom who could throw it to the House of Lords is—”

Arthur turned his insane grin toward her, and his silvery eyes were jumping with devilish sparks.

Comprehension dawned on Gen. “No way. Even if you could get it rerouted, Octavia will dump your butt, and I’m not experienced enough to argue anything before the House of Lords!” she whisper-shrieked.

“It’s our only chance,” he told her, holding his phone to his ear. “And they’ll be able to settle the matter within weeks, probably before summer, before Christopher has a chance to publicize those pictures in October.” He reared back. “Hello! Harry! Yes, it’s Arthur. Yes, I’m sober.”

Arthur trotted away from the party, holding his hand over his other ear and talking on his phone.

Gen was pulling on his elbow, saying, “Arthur, you can’t do this. It’s not going to work.”

Arthur spoke into the phone. “Say, I’ve got a favor to ask of you and your grandmother. It’s really important. Yes, I know what time it is. Sorry about waking the heir to the realm. And his heir, too. Especially sorry about that.”

He swiveled the phone away from his mouth to tell Gen, “Babysitting.”

And back to the phone call. Arthur said, “But seriously, there’s something that I need, old cousin, and I need it right now.”

Gen stood next to him, staring, until she realized that other people were watching him out of the corners of their eyes and eavesdropping.

She hissed to him, “The middle of a party is no place for such a phone call,” and led him to the kitchen, where waitstaff were loading up their gleaming trays with glasses of champagne and little bowls of iced shrimp.

The waitstaff were watching Arthur, too.

Dagnabbit.

Arthur was talking fast. “The monarch has the authority to throw it to the House of Lords. It’s the only way. Yes, under the old rules. They didn’t change the rules on peer privilege because everyone assumed that it would just be for ethics censorship, not for anything of importance. However, we can utilize this oversight.”

Gen tugged his arm, and he stumbled after her, back to the bedroom where she had blown him.

Arthur looked around, grinned, and said into the phone, “Now, Harry, we Finch-Hattens placed your ancestors on that pretty throne of yours, and we can throw you off any damned time we choose.” He was laughing. “I don’t know who would want the damned thing, but we could.”

Arthur dipped one devilish eyebrow at Gen.

She was just totally aghast. “I can’t believe—”

He asked the person on the phone, “Will you be at Pierre Grimaldi’s wedding next weekend? We could go carousing for old times’ sake. No? Just Wills and Kate, then. Well, I’m sure they’ll be up to something eminently boring. I’ll have to look elsewhere for a bit of fun.”

Arthur listened for a moment.

Gen leaned her butt against the wall, staring at him.

“So you’ll talk to her? Tomorrow? Tomorrow morning?” He winked at Gen. “Smashing. Thanks, Harry. We’ll keep your family on the throne for another generation or so. Give my love to Kate. No, just Kate.”

Gen snapped her jaw shut. The only person in the United Kingdom who could change the venue of Arthur’s trial from the courts to the House of Lords was the monarch, the Queen herself.

But the Queen could do it.

Arthur tapped his phone and hung up. “It should be done by noon. Call Octavia and warn her. I must speak to Lord Gage over there about the House of Lords Committee for Privileges and Conduct.”

“I can’t believe you did that!” Gen exclaimed, flapping her hands. “I can’t believe that you called Prince Harry to have the Queen throw it to the House of Lords and settled it all in two minutes flat!”

Arthur shrugged. “I guess I do have a bit of Great-Grandmother Duchess Margaret in me after all, at least when it comes to saving my own degenerate hide.”

















A Most Excellent Proposition







Gen made sure they escaped the party as early as was feasible, which meant the wee hours of the morning. They staggered in the door to Arthur’s apartment with Gen setting her phone for an early wake-up call.

Upon receiving Gen’s frantic text that Arthur’s case was going to the House of Lords instead of court and would be heard soon, Octavia Hawkes had predictably and immediately scheduled a seven-thirty meeting for the next morning.

Seven-frickin’-thirty. Gen was often in the office by that time, but she wasn’t usually conscious yet.

When they parted in the kitchen for the night, Arthur held out his hand for their ardent handshake, as usual. She grabbed his hand to shake on it, but he paused, the slightly drunken merriness leaving his silver eyes.

While he held Gen’s hand, he tugged her and enclosed her in his arms.

Her bones locked up, but his arms and body wrapped her snugly in a warm cocoon. He smoothed her arms around him.

Gen grabbed Arthur around his muscular waist and hung on. Yeah, being so tightly pinned against him freaked her out a little, but it was Arthur, not just some guy. Arthur wouldn’t hurt her.

Well, not unless they had talked about it ahead of time and she was into it, evidently.

She almost giggled. It came out as a hiccup.

Near her ear, Arthur whispered, “If you ever want to sleep in a bed, sleep in mine.”

His voice was tight, practically strangled in his throat.

“Arthur?” she asked, leaning back to look at him.

His silvery-blue eyes had turned steely, so serious. “I don’t want to let you go tonight, but what are we going to do, sleep here on the kitchen counter?”

“Yeah, no. That granite gets pretty cold on the bare tushie,” she said.

Hey, it was true.

He chuckled, but he stroked her cheek with his knuckles. “I’m serious, though. If you can, when you can, just walk in. I’ll be waiting.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

Arthur cradled her head in his hand. “This is difficult for me because I’m British. We don’t discuss such things.”

“Yeah, y’all have really pretty, shiny boxes around your hearts,” Gen said. She snuggled more deeply into his arms “I don’t know how y’all ever have children.”

Arthur said, “But I think we’ve gotten to be friends, good friends. Haven’t we, Gen?”

Her head ducked. Evidently, she’d gotten British enough to feel the weirdness creeping up. “Um, yeah? I think so?”

He stroked her arm, his large palm warming her shoulder and down to her elbow. “And now we’re more than friends.”

“Friends with benefits, I guess.”

He was still stroking her arm. “Yes, I suppose you could call us that.”

Us.

The word shook Gen.

The casual way that he had used it suggested so much. He had been thinking about the two of them as an us. There was an us to think about.

Us meant more than friends.

She asked, “What would you call—what we are?”

He adjusted his arms around her, holding her more tightly to his chest. “I would call us—”

Gen waited. He was staring at the ceiling, his eyes open.

“—I would introduce you as ‘my very close friend.’”

She tightened her arms around his neck. To the British, that essentially meant that she was invited to Christmas supper.

“Would you be all right with that?” he asked.

“You’re already introducing me like that,” Gen said, forcing the words through her clenching throat, “because I’m posing as your girlfriend.”

“Yes, but what if I meant it?”

Gen found his hand and twined her fingers in his. Holding his hand this way, palm to palm, felt more intimate than just his arms around her. She said, “Then I’d say it and mean it, too.”

He tilted her chin up and kissed her, a long, slow kiss that melted her all the way down to her toes.

His arms loosened around her. “Good night, pet.”

“Good night.” She paused. “Okay, I did some reading. You call me pet, but I’m supposed to call you something, right?”

Arthur shrugged. “Since it’s not a true Dom and sub relationship, we don’t have to go that far.”

“But most people do, right?”

He raised one dark eyebrow. “Some people use Sir. Or Master.”

She looked away. Those were both so staid and had weird historical overtones for an American. “Yeah?”

He tilted his head. “I liked it when you called me ‘my lord.’”

“Yeah, you would,” she snarked.

“If we lose the case, you’ll be the only person who calls me that ever again.”

She laughed. “You’d better be careful. You’re going to give me an incentive to lose the case.”

“If you asked to be my sub, it would be worth it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Might be worth losing your earldom, your private plane, and Spencer House?”

He grabbed her hand and kissed her knuckles. “I suppose you wouldn’t be interested in me without all those things, anyway.”

She couldn’t let that go unanswered. “Arthur, I’m your friend. We are friends. Very close friends. After this case is over, no matter how it ends, no matter what we do, I’ll still be your friend. Never doubt that.”

He nodded. “I didn’t mean it that way. No one would be interested in me if I lose everything. None of these charities would reserve tickets for me if I were not able to afford to drop tens of thousands of pounds for an evening’s amusements. Certain friends would doubtlessly find me no longer useful.”

“That’s sad, Arthur. You shouldn’t hang around fake people like that.” She held his upper arms. “You shouldn’t let people like that use you.”

“I am of use to them for my connections. I can call certain people on the phone—”

Like a freaking prince.

“—or see them at events—”

Like High Court judges whom he called by their first names or any of the countless Lords and Duchesses and Baronets and Ladies that Arthur had introduced her to at the charity balls.

“—and it’s the right thing to do. It’s important to me, Gen.”

“Schmoozing?”

“Not a particularly charitable description of what I do, but yes.”

She stroked his arm. “Then we have to make sure that you can keep doing that. We have an early meeting with Octavia tomorrow morning to ensure it, and then we have to plan how to schmooze all those people on the House of Lords committee to make sure they vote the right way.”

“It will be quite the strategic operation,” he agreed.

“Let’s get some shut-eye so that we’re as fresh as rattlesnakes tomorrow.”

He chuckled. “A most excellent proposition.”

“Nah,” Gen said. “A most excellent proposition would mean that you wouldn’t get any sleep tonight.”

She left him in the kitchen, grinning and shaking his head.

















Needed







Arthur was just turning in for the night, alone in his big bed except for Ruckus, who lay balls-up near the footboard and was already snoring.

He glanced at the pillow on the other side and considered what it would be like if Gen were sleeping there, her dark hair spread across his pillow.

Of course, he imagined her soft skin naked in his bed, the sheets molding to her curves as she rolled over, warm and sleepy, next to him.

If he were going to imagine it, he might as well make it a good fantasy.

His phone buzzed on his nightstand, and the screen said that the number was unidentified.

He sighed and picked up the phone. “Yes?”

Elizabeth’s rough voice said, “You’re needed.”

Damn. “Where?”

“Geneva.”

He groaned. “Don’t make the dead drop on a stripper’s ass this time. It’s not funny anymore.”

“You’ll be informed where to go when you get there. Call the usual number.” The phone clicked as she hung up.

Arthur sighed and considered whether he should punch the wall or his phone.

He called Pippa. “Sorry. Late-night jaunt to the airport. I’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.” He hung up.

Yes, it was better that Gen had a separate bedroom so Arthur didn’t have to explain where he jetted off to at a moment’s notice in the middle of the night.

Ah, there it was, the secrecy that poisoned all his relationships.

It was better they didn’t know. It truly was. After the inevitable breakup, there were no problems with retribution in the form of exposure.

And the break-up was inevitable, even with Gen.

His other life, the secrecy and walls, would eventually drive her away. He’d already warned her.

Arthur swung his feet off the side of the bed.

Time to save England.




~~~




Trial lawyer Gen has managed to corral that randy colt His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, at least as far as anyone knows.

In public, he seems to be behaving himself, but she’s kind of gotten involved with her client in a way that the Bar’s Ethics Committee would not approve of. With Arthur’s impending trial in the House of Lords and the constant backstabbing in her law office, the last thing Gen needs is for Arthur to whisk her off to Paris for the social wedding of the century to schmooze the people who will decide his fate.

Gen has broken all the rules, and she could very well end up with a broken heart.

Gen needs more than a stiff drink. She needs Hard Liquor.
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Thane Carter Kingsley IV lives for business. When his parents threaten to disinherit him if he doesn’t settle down, King is furious.  Arranged marriage is still a thing. Who knew?

His parents don’t care that they’ve just put a gold diggers’ target on his back. Either he “gets hitched” or they give the empire he’s spent his entire life building to his brother. 

Well, if a wedding is what they want - he can do that. Time to find the fiancée of his parents’ nightmares.

Who Wants to Marry a Billionaire?

Resumes accepted here. 

Must be completely inappropriate.











Chapter 1




Olivia Reyes shifted from foot to foot, trying not to lose her balance while balancing her cell phone between her shoulder and her ear. After listening to the phone ring, she immediately hung up and called back. Her best friend was notorious for disappearing into his work at all hours but it wasn’t like him not to answer her texts. 

Just before she was about to hang up again, he answered with a distracted “Hello.”

“Finally! I’ve been calling and calling. I was about to send out a search party.”

“Oh, hey Boo.”

She wrinkled her nose at the nickname. “How many years have to pass before you stop calling me that?”

He chuckled as she knew he would. “It’s instinct now. I will forever associate peek-a-boo with my Olivia.”

“Whatever. I’ve been trying to reach you. What’s up with you ignoring my texts?”

“Sorry. I really meant to call you last night but I’m in the middle of testing the newest iteration of my soil. I started reading my notes from the last phase of testing.”

“Of course. The last time we spoke you’d decided to alter the nitrogen levels again, right?”

She smiled to herself as his voice became more and more animated as he explained the changes he was making. Bennett Alexander was probably the only person in the world who could wax poetic about the mineral levels in dirt. She could just picture him in his home lab, probably wearing jeans and one of those hideous sweaters with his glasses pushed up on top of his head. It was a sweet image that never failed to make her smile.

Despite the fact that he was a genius and she was … not, he loved to tell her about his work. And she genuinely loved hearing about it. He was awkward, always had been, but after growing up together they had a unique way of communicating that probably didn’t make sense to anyone else. He always made her feel like he valued her opinion. Even if she never had any clue what he was talking about.

“You sound really excited, Ben. I hope this new batch is the one.”

He made a distracted noise. “It has to be. The changing weather patterns have really messed with our crops in recent years. We need soil that’s robust enough to gain us maximum yield this coming summer.”

When he started mumbling to himself she figured she’d better get to the point of the call before she lost him again. 

“Bennett? Hey!”

“Sorry. I’m still here.” 

“Your mom said you’ve been nominated for a Mentor Science award! That’s awesome.”

After more mumbling and what sounded like a curse, he finally responded again. 

“Yes, I just got the invitation to the awards ceremony. Wait, you talked to my mom?”

She smothered a laugh. “Well, you weren’t answering your phone as usual. So I figured Julia could at least make sure you were still breathing!”

“Great. So that’s why she put the invitation out for me to see. I was wondering why she bothered. Social gatherings have never been my favorite thing.”

“Um, well she did that because I asked her to. I was hoping that you’d take me as your date.”

On the other end of the line, it got quiet. Too quiet.

“I was just thinking that we don’t get to spend nearly enough time together these days, you know? And I can talk to everyone for you when you get nervous.” 

Olivia knew she was babbling but considering how easily Bennett got freaked out, it was better than letting the awful silence continue. 

“That’s true. I’m no good at this kind of stuff but you always cover for me.” Bennett sounded confused. 

Poor guy. She hadn’t hit on him since their disastrous first kiss the same summer he got his braces taken off. But after a few years of dating duds it was time for her to get serious. Bad boys were hot but they weren’t the type you made a family with. And that’s something she hadn’t had in a long time. 

“I don’t mind covering for you, you know that. So, it’s a date! I’ll call you later. Bye!” 

She hung up quickly before he had a chance to respond. No doubt he had no clue what had just happened. Bennett was brilliant in math and science but socially, not so much. She’d seen many times that any interaction with the opposite sex was enough to send him into a stammering, blushing frenzy. 

The only reason he could function around her was he’d known her so long that she didn’t think he really saw her as a woman. But she just knew that if they gave it a chance they could make it work. He was gorgeous, freakishly smart and he already loved her. What the hell more did she need?

Passion. Excitement. Desire. Remember those things?

The door to her office opened and Imogen stuck her head around the door. “Boss lady? The member and his guests have arrived. Dita and I have set up everything per the client profile.”

“Thank you, Gen. I’ll be out in just a moment.”

After the door shut behind her, the music stopped abruptly. Having a soundproof office was a blessing most days but perhaps if she could have heard the music she wouldn’t have wasted so much time daydreaming. Instead she’d been standing here for the past ten minutes lamenting the fact that she might never get laid again. At least, not with anyone she was really attracted to.

She shook off the negative thoughts and quickly attached the last garter on the mid-thigh slip she wore. An elegant champagne lace with a deep plunge V-neck, it was the kind of thing a wife would wear when she wanted to seduce her husband. That was tonight’s member request, a boudoir theme.

After shrugging into the matching satin robe, she picked up the information card she’d printed in advance of tonight’s bachelor party. When she saw the client code she groaned.

It was King.

Olivia treated all of the members of Club VIP with polite detachment. They were paying exorbitant membership fees and by extension, financing an extremely comfortable life for her and her partners. But Thane Kingsley was the most infuriating, arrogant, high-handed man she’d ever met. It took all of her restraint sometimes to hold her tongue. 

And he definitely knew it. She’d swear the man only came back so often to drive her insane. 

Well, whatever. All the girls who worked in her section of Club VIP knew to review the member’s requests prior to setting up the room so she wasn’t worried. Imogen was a little rough around the edges but she was professional at least. His Royal Highness, as she referred to him behind his back, would have no reason to complain about the service. He’d had the nerve to complain about the way the room was set up during his first month of membership and while Olivia had been perfectly polite, she had no doubt she’d scared him a little with her icy cold response. 

She was getting fired up again just thinking about it. Who the hell did he think he was? The only reason the set up hadn’t been to his liking was because he hadn’t filled out his preference list completely. The Masquerade Room was the epitome of wish fulfillment and every detail was customized to the client’s preferences.

Her dream had been a place where high profile people could find their fantasy without exposure or risk of being recognized. After moving in that world of the rich and wealthy once, she thought she understood their needs better than most. 

Her family hadn’t been anywhere near as wealthy as her friend Elle, no yachts or chauffeurs, but as the only daughter of a successful Virginia horse rancher, she’d never wanted for anything. Their ranch adjoined the Alexander homestead on one side which was how she knew Bennett. It had been a good life before it all fell apart. 

She put a hand over her now flat belly. Things were going to be fine. After a few years of co-owning the club, she was almost financially independent at last and it wasn’t like she was going to do this forever. She’d move on, hopefully get married to Bennett and start having little Einstein babies who were just as amazing as their father. He never had to know about Club VIP. 

If Bennett ever found out about her new career, how far she’d fallen, he’d be disappointed or even disgusted. But it’d be even worse if he ever guessed her most secret shame. 

That she loved every minute of it. 

“Okay, let’s do this.” 

She picked up the black satin eye mask on her desk and slid it firmly in place. It was time to show this bachelor party why they were the most exclusive pleasure club on the East Coast. Thane Kingsley might be the bane of her existence but this party wasn’t for him, it was a bachelor party for a friend. The man of the hour might have crappy taste in friends but he still deserved a fantastic sendoff. 

When she opened the door leading to the main room, the deep, hypnotic throb of the music hit her like a wave. The bachelor party was already seated on the low-slung couches peppered around the room. Ten pairs of eyes swung her way, all of them assessing. Wanting. Instantly warmth curled in her belly. King’s eyes met hers and she squared her shoulders, ignoring the little throb in her lower belly. 

“Gentlemen, my name is Angel. Welcome to the Masquerade room.”




*




King sat back on the surprisingly comfortable couch and watched as one of the top executives of his company enjoyed a lap dance.

His best friend, James Hamilton III, leaned over, his voice raising to carry over the driving beat of the music. 

“It was good of you to host the bachelor party for Devin. I don’t think the poor bastard actually has any other friends.” The entire time, James’ eyes stayed on the dancer gyrating against Devin’s lap. 

“That’s because he’s in the office twenty hours out of the day. Just like the rest of us.” King tugged at the knot of his tie. They’d all come directly from the office in fact.

James shrugged. “Still, it was nice of you. None of us have the connections to score a membership to Club VIP. I heard they grant less than ten access keys per year.”

King knew that to be accurate because he’d had to pay a hefty sum to get them to bend the rules and allow his membership. In the end he’d gotten what he wanted, as usual. There wasn’t much that the Kingsley name and money couldn’t buy. 

“Well, I figured it was the least I could do. After all, he’s already fucked. Poor bastard actually thinks he’s in love.”

James grunted. “On that note, Harris already started the divorce pool. My money is on the six-month mark.”

“You actually think they’ll get that far?”

“Have you seen his fiancée? I’m pretty sure he’ll put up with whatever crazy shit she does for a while just so he can continue to tap that on a regular basis.”

King shook his head, completely bewildered by the idea of willingly shackling yourself to one woman. “I have no idea what is in the water lately but my executives are dropping like flies. Stanton got married last year, Stiles is up next and I just heard that Rollins is proposing to his girl soon.”

“Face it, we’re getting old.” James smile was bright even in the dark room. Since King was a few years older, he figured the “getting old” quip was meant for him.

“Thirty-one isn’t old. And I wouldn’t even be considering marriage if it wasn’t for my parents shoving every gold digger over the legal age at me every time I go home.”

“Yeah, I know about that. The difference is, I’m not fighting it this time.”

Uncomfortable, King looked around the room. James had defied his family a few years ago marrying his college girlfriend despite his parents’ disapproval. His wife hadn’t even waited until the ink was dry on the marriage certificate before she tried to empty his bank account. Ever since he seemed to have accepted that his fate was marriage by committee to someone his family deemed appropriate.

“Sheila was a bitch, man. But that doesn’t mean you have to get married to a plastic mannequin just because your parents want you to.”

James shrugged. “I’m not doing it until I’m ready. But I’m not fooling myself anymore. I eventually have to seal the deal with someone.”

“Or you could stay single forever like me.” 

He was expecting his friend to laugh but an uncharacteristically somber expression crossed James’ face. 

“Don’t push too hard, King. I regret so many things now. Fuck.” He ran his hands through his dirty blond hair, disordering the slicked back strands. “If I had just listened when my father tried to warn me… whatever, it doesn’t even matter now. Just think about it, okay?”

“I hear you but I can’t live like this. My father actually threatened to hand over the reigns of Kingsley International to Colin. Can you imagine?”

“Not really. He hasn’t gotten up before noon since he was in school.”

“Exactly. He’s still out partying every night and bringing home random chicks. I have worked too hard to lose it all now. I’ve given everything to this company.”

“And that’s why you have to play the game. You have too much to lose now. Is pride really worth losing everything? Just marry someone they like, set her up with whatever she wants and then go have your fun on the side.”

King rolled his eyes. “Interestingly enough, that is something my father would approve of whole-heartedly. But I don’t like playing games.”

“It’s the American way.” James leaned forward suddenly. “Oh, look at her. Damn.” 

King stopped too, his eyes riveted on the young woman who had just entered the room. Angel. She was tall with a long fall of dark hair that spilled over her shoulders like a curtain. The cream colored slip of lace she was wearing highlighted the honey tone of her skin and the lush curves of her breasts and hips. Despite the deep cut of the garment there was something elegant about it. About her. 

What the outfit also concealed was that she was about as cuddly as a porcupine. He’d made the mistake of offering a few minor suggestions on the way this section of the club was decorated and she’d almost sliced him open with that sharp tongue of hers. Okay, he might have been a little overbearing in the beginning but was that any reason to take a guy’s head off? She was so… aggressive. That was totally not his type. 

Except, ever since he’d started coming here he’d been having these fantasies about her. He wasn’t even sure he liked her but damn if he didn’t want to see what else that brash little mouth of hers could do. He could barely work in his home office anymore because he’d had so many fantasies about bending her over the surface. But that was a fantasy that could never come true. He might come out to Club VIP to play but he could just imagine his father’s reaction if he was seen out with a stripper. The scandal would probably send him into an early grave.

Or scare him enough to take his nose out of King’s business.

“Maybe I should play along,” he murmured.

“What? Play with what?” James didn’t take his eyes off Angel as she crossed the room, touching the shoulders of each of the men as she passed. 

“With my father’s games. If he wants me to get married so badly then I’ll find a bride. In fact, I think I know just the woman for the job.”




***











Chapter 2




Olivia watched as Imogen leaned down to hand the bachelor of the night a drink before planting herself in his lap. He stared up at her in awe and whispered something. 

Imogen slipped a finger under the knot in his tie and pulled it off slowly. “Just sit back, sugar. I’m going to take care of everything,” she crooned.

The young man looked up at her with his mouth open, clearly in awe. Olivia had to admit that in full costume, Gen was a sight to behold. With her big blue eyes and dusky coloring, she had the kind of beauty that often made men forget their vows, their values and even their names. Little did they know that striking face hid a razor sharp intellect and instincts honed from a life on the street. Gen could probably take any man here in a bare knuckle brawl. 

Olivia smiled to herself. The men who came here had no idea what any of the dancers were really like. VIP was all about fantasy, after all. It was the one thing she and the other partners drilled into their employees. Their members paid for an experience not skin. They could see girls in thongs anywhere. Here they got a full sensory experience in a safe, consensual environment. 

She’d worked in several clubs doing things that kept her up at night and she’d sworn one day things would be different. Her girls were allowed to do what they were comfortable with as long as they focused on giving the members elegance paired with eroticism. Sensuality was a beautiful thing and Olivia felt strongly that it should always be treated as such.

Dita, her newest hire, was on stage performing a beautiful contemporary dance routine. Her classical training was evident as was her discomfort with being topless. She’d styled her long blond hair so that it draped over her bare breasts and between moves she kept swiping at it, as if trying to keep it in place. After working with her for the past three weeks, she was a lot better than when she first showed up. Even though Olivia’s initial instinct was not to hire her, something about her was familiar. Truthfully, she reminded Olivia of a younger version of herself. 

Inhibited, shy and drowning under the weight of others’ disapproval. 

She’d decided to give her a shot because she’d have never gotten anywhere if someone hadn’t extended the same hand to her. Plus, it was a challenge. She wondered if one day the same things that mortified Dita now would one day fuel her. If she’d come to crave the attention and the empowerment of owning her sexuality and flaunting it. 

While Dita danced, Olivia weaved her way through the gentlemen with a touch on the shoulder here and a brush against the cheek there. Their eyes followed her movements and she added a bit more swing to her step. Although she kept her eyes demurely lowered, all of her attention was on the dark-haired man in the back of the group. King. He’d been watching her with intense blue eyes ever since she walked in the room.

Adrenaline stormed through her system, so heady she almost swayed on her heels. His attention was powerful, a drug that made her want to keep the hits coming. She loved it and hated it at the same time.

When Dita finished her routine, Olivia found herself climbing the two short stairs to the mini-stage. She only performed now when she wanted to, long past the time where she danced for money. 

Now she did it for pleasure.

Although there was a pole built into the stage, she ignored it and pulled a chair from behind the stage curtain. She turned it around and sat in it primly, holding up an imaginary mirror and pretending to fix her hair. All the eyes in the room followed her movements and when the music changed to an even slower tempo, she swayed like she was dancing alone in her room at home. 

She uncrossed her legs and then stretched down to caress her legs, stopping to unhook the ankle straps of her shoes. After pulling them off, she kicked them to the side of the stage and stood, swiveling her hips sensually to the music. Her robe slid down her arm and she allowed it, looking over her now bare shoulder. 

King sat forward in his chair, like he was on the verge of charging onstage to get to her. 

Emboldened, Olivia shimmied, swinging her hair back and forth sensually, really getting into it now. This was freedom, dancing however she wanted and not caring what anyone thought of her. Up here, she wasn’t worried about the club’s future, whether Bennett might find out what she did for a living or her broken relationship with her parents. 

Right here, right now, she was freedom incarnate. 

When the music ended, she turned and winked over her shoulder. Then she kicked the chair out of the way and strode off stage, head held high. 




*




She was magnificent.

King watched her sensual dance, just as enraptured as everyone else in the room. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful, the word too tepid to describe something as vibrant as his angel. 

Angel. He snorted. There was no way that was her real name but it was strangely perfect for her. She had an unearthly sensuality, every one of her slow movements making him think of naked skin and sweat. She was a walking, talking embodiment of temptation. She was perfect.

By the time she walked off stage, kicking the chair out of the way as she went, every man in the room practically had his tongue hanging out. 

Next to him, James clapped and pumped his fist in the air. “Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about.” He glanced over at King. “You might have met your match with that one, man. She doesn’t look like she takes any shit.”

King blinked, feeling like he was surfacing after being underwater for hours. Damn it, she’d already gotten under his skin making him wonder if she could take all of him at once or if he’d have to spend more time getting her little pussy ready for him. Whether she’d only be interested in his money or if she’d be that mythical creature he’d always assumed wasn’t real, a woman who could see him as just a man. 

Would she argue with him in bed too or would she let him take control?

He wasn’t sure what kind of magic spell she’d weaved but he shook his head to clear the thought of tangled sheets and warm flesh. It was time to man up. Getting tied in knots over some woman was the last thing he needed. He had to focus. She wasn’t perfect. She was perfect to scandalize his parents. 

Huge difference.

And as unearthly as she seemed, she was still a woman. Which meant she was motivated by greed, vanity and power, just like everyone else. All he needed was a chance to get her alone. He would make her an offer and hopefully they would both get what they wanted out of their time together. If they happened to have fantastic sex at the same time, well, he’d consider that a perk of the job.

For the rest of the evening, King kept an eye on the stage curtain and the door she’d originally entered through. There were two other girls working the room and they kept the other guys more than happy, performing a tandem stage routine and then ending the night by giving the groom-to-be a joint lap dance that was unlike anything King had ever seen. He had to admit, Club VIP had surpassed his expectations in every way. And since the Masquerade room insisted on anonymity with everyone wearing masks, he was less concerned about any pictures that might leak and find their way to the internet. 

It was a little after midnight when he saw his opportunity. Devin was passed out on the stage with a feather boa wrapped around his head. Several of the guys had already gone home and the ones that hadn’t would be soon. The door in the back of the room opened and his angel stuck her head in, surveying the scene. Trying not to look too interested, King motioned to James, who was bouncing one of the dancers on his lap.

“Can you ride in the limo and make sure everyone gets home?” 

James nodded absently. “Sure thing. I’ll consider it overtime.”

King rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I need to go get my future wife.”

In his inebriated state, James found that hilarious. The dancer on his lap giggled and her full breasts swayed, slapping James in the face. 

King stood and stepped over the legs, arms and bodies on the floor. He’d stopped drinking hours ago, knowing he’d need all of his wits for this conversation. His angel looked up when he approached and something like fear appeared in her eyes. It was quickly banked behind a sharp, no-nonsense expression. 

Interesting, King thought.

“Was the party to your liking, Mr. Kingsley?”

“It was perfect. Devin is happy and so is the rest of my executive staff. Although it means I won’t be getting anything productive out of them for the next twenty-four hours, at least.”

Her adorable little nose wrinkled. “But it’s the weekend?”

Nothing could have illustrated the differences between them so clearly. King couldn’t remember the last time the weekend had represented relaxation time. Probably not since he was in grade school. Even in high school he’d been helping his father and learning the business. 

“Indeed.” He lowered his voice slightly. “This might seem a little strange but I wondered if I could speak with you after the party. I could drive you home.”

The wariness re-entered her eyes. “Did you want to discuss the event? We pride ourselves on making sure our members have the fantasy experience of their dreams.”

He chuckled. “I don’t think any dream I’ve ever had could even compare. But no, it’s not about the event. It’s… a private matter.”

She nodded. “I see. Why don’t you meet me at Shiney’s, the pub down the street, in a half hour?”

It hit him then that she didn’t want to be alone with him. He kicked himself for not thinking of it but tried to lighten the situation with a little humor. 

“Afraid to be alone with me, angel?”

The relief on her face proved that she’d been worried about how he’d react. She grinned up at him saucily. 

“Not afraid. Cautious. But perhaps you’re the one who should be afraid.”

Unable to resist, he leaned a little closer, taking in the fresh, lilac scent of her. Of course, it went straight to his dick. He let out a breath and was grateful that they’d come directly from the office. His suit jacket was long enough to hide the huge bulge in his trousers. 

“Why is that? You don’t look scary to me.” His eyes roamed over her scantily clad form and he suppressed a groan when she turned, angling her round bottom in his direction. 

“Looks can be deceiving, Mr. Kingsley.”

“King,” he interrupted. “Although I’ve been told it’s my fate, I’m not ready to turn into my father just yet.”

She winked. “Whatever you say, Your Majesty. Just don’t be late.”




***











Chapter 3




Olivia leaned against the bar in Shiney’s Pub. It was crowded, which wasn’t unusual for the wee hours of a Saturday morning. Dupont Circle was known to be one of the hubs of D.C. nightlife and tonight was no exception. Girls in short dresses and guys in jeans and tight muscle shirts milled on the dance floor and around the pool table on the other side of the room. Shiney’s was known for loud music, dim lighting and strong drinks. The perfect place to meet a date when you weren’t sure if they were a psycho yet.

What the hell are you doing?

Olivia raised her eyebrows at the bartender and he nodded, indicating that he’d bring her another cranberry juice. It wasn’t her favorite after work beverage but she was already walking on the wild side tonight. If she was going to do something as foolish as meet a strange man after work, she definitely wasn’t going to do it with alcohol in her system. 

But what a man. 

She squirmed remembering how intense he’d been leaning over her, blue eyes fixed on her ass. It had been a really long time since she’d experienced pure, high-octane desire. This was no civilized thing. She didn’t want him to take her out for dinner and a movie with a polite kiss at the end. Oh no. She wanted his big hands on her breasts, his tongue in her mouth and to find out if that bulge in his pants was as big as it appeared. He made her want sex, pure and simple. Sweaty, rough, dirty sex. Sex that made her feel naughty and liberated all at the same time. 

It had been so long since she’d wanted a man. Truthfully, that was probably the only reason she’d said yes. It would probably be a shock to others since she dealt in fantasy but her own desires had been curiously dormant for years. Maybe it was because she was surrounded by eroticism at the club and she’d become immune to it. Nothing really pushed her buttons any more. 

She was bored. 

“A whisky. Neat.” An arm, lightly covered in dark hair, landed on the bar right next to her. King raised an eyebrow at her drink. “Please tell me there’s vodka in that?”

She raised her glass, eyeing him over the brim. “Hoping to get me drunk?”

“Of course. What kind of pervert would I be if I wasn’t trying to get you drunk?”

Olivia shook her head, charmed in spite of herself. She snuck a glance at him, taking in the custom tailored suit and the watch that she identified as an Audemars Piguet. Expensive but classy. He was definitely their typical member. Wealthy, entitled and demanding. However, she hadn’t been expecting him to have a sense of humor. 

“So are you going to tell me about this personal matter now or do you want to ask for a background check first? Maybe take me to an underground bunker and interrogate me?”

He accepted his drink from the bartender and took a long sip. “I get the sense that you think those are overkill? But once you find out about the job, you’ll probably prefer the bunker.”

Intrigued, Olivia leaned toward him so she could hear better. “You want to offer me a job?” Then her common sense kicked in and she understood exactly what type of job a guy like him would offer to a girl like her. 

She pushed her drink away and pulled a twenty dollar bill out of her pocket, more than enough to cover her drinks and the tip. 

“Wait, you’re leaving?” King put his hand on her arm but pulled it back when she glared at him. 

“Yes. I’m going home. Despite what you probably think after meeting me at the club, I don’t fuck for money. I’m not interested in your job offer.” She made exaggerated quotation marks with her fingers. 

His eyebrows shot up. “Whoa! That’s not what I was getting at. I swear. This is a legit job offer. Nothing… inappropriate.”

Olivia sat back down, feeling a little foolish. With her luck he’d turn out to be a potential investor in the club or something else completely legitimate and she’d feel even worse. What was it about this guy? He tied her in knots and made her feel like a teenage girl with her first crush. It was mortifying. 

“I’m sorry if I overreacted.”

“No apology is necessary. I should have realized how it would sound.”

Olivia laughed and then propped her head on her hand. “Regretting this yet? In case you can’t tell, I don’t get out much.”

King smiled. “Not at all. You’re perfect. A woman who isn’t afraid to state her mind.”

There was something in the way he said it that wasn’t exactly a compliment but Olivia was too tired to look for hidden meaning. This entire thing was likely a mistake. Her libido had always gotten her into trouble, that was how she’d ended up a pregnant, single college dropout before she was even twenty years old. 

She sat up straight and fixed a polite smile on her face. Whatever King wanted, she’d find a way to shut him down politely and then go on with her life. He was a VIP member so she couldn’t afford to alienate him but it was high time she stopped letting her panties lead her around.

Men had always been the root of all her troubles but Bennett was going to save her from all that. It was time to stop playing games and go for the right kind of man. Ben was her best friend and she already loved him. 

The rest would come with time, right?




*




King couldn’t stop staring at her mouth. 

He took another swig of whisky, relishing the smooth burn as it traveled down and settled in the pit of his stomach. 

She sat up slightly and smiled at him, a wooden smile that didn’t reach her eyes. He’d seen that particular look plenty of times on his mother’s face when his father was droning on about something or other. 

“You’ve already decided you’re going to say no.”

Surprise flickered in her eyes before she glanced away. Her fingers wrapped around her glass but there was nothing left but ice. 

“Look… King. I don’t want to be rude but I have a feeling whatever you’re going to ask me probably isn’t something I want to do.”

“Oh really? You don’t like parties? Or eating exquisite cuisine? Or shopping for clothes and shoes that you don’t have to pay for? The job comes with a clothing allowance.”

She dipped her head. “Go on. Not that I’m interested or anything.”

King pressed his lips together to stifle a grin. “My parents have decided that I need to settle down. I’m the CEO of the family business and as a result, I haven’t had much time to meet anyone.”

“They’re probably just worried about you,” she said. 

He grimaced. “That may be the case. But they’ve also decided that they’ll hand control over to my little brother if I don’t settle down. My little brother who at this very moment is probably out drinking, sleeping with anything on two legs and generally being as much of a spoiled brat as possible.”

Olivia didn’t say anything but he could tell she was listening because she’d angled her head closer to him. It was impossible not to notice how long her eyelashes were or how the tips of her long, wavy hair brushed her lower back. She’d changed into street clothes but he could still see her sweet curves even beneath jeans and a leather jacket. 

“So, you need me to pretend to be your girlfriend? Come on. That only works in the movies. You don’t think your parents will find it suspicious that you suddenly have a girlfriend? They’re going to know you’re just pretending to placate them.”

“I know.” 

Her mouth puckered into the most adorable little pout. Damn he was going to enjoy this. His parents would be appropriately scared off by her smart mouth and would leave him, and his position at Kingsley International, alone. Meanwhile, he was going to enjoy having that smart mouth all over him. He’d never been so happy about his parents meddling before. 

“Okay, maybe I’m just tired or perhaps there actually was vodka in the cranberry juice but I don’t get the point of this. Why bother having me pretend to be your girlfriend if your parents are going to know what you’re doing?”

He couldn’t resist anymore so he tapped her softly on the end of the nose. She gasped softly and a faint flush covered her cheekbones. 

“Because, my sweet angel, my parents know me well. They aren’t expecting me to fall in love. They just want me to marry for appearances sake. My parents aren’t in love either. My mother’s family had some corporate holdings that my father’s family was interested in. So they married and now Kingsley International is one of the biggest banking and investing firms in the world.”

“That sounds very cold.”

“They seem happy enough. But apparently not so happy that they keep their nose out of my business. So here’s the deal. I have a meeting next month with some important European investors. I’ve spent years preparing for this deal. There is no way I can let them pull me off now and stick Colin in there.” He winced at just the thought. 

“Who’s Colin?” Her question brought him back to the matter at hand.

“My little brother. I love him but he’d fuck it up and then I’d have to spend another five years cleaning up the mess by the time my father comes to his senses. I have worked so hard for this. Everyone thinks I got my position just by virtue of my last name but my father made me prove myself every step of the way. I’ve been at his knee since I was a child learning the ins and outs of our business. While everyone else was partying, I was studying finance and economics, preparing for when I’d finally be old enough to take over. This job is all I have.”

He stopped talking to find her watching him, stunned. Embarrassed by how much he’d just revealed, he cleared his throat. 

“The point is, I don’t have time for this. So let’s just play the game for a few weeks and keep my parents happy. You’ll get to shop, eat and basically do whatever the hell you want on my dime the entire time. It’s a pretty decent deal.”

She made a face. “Are you really going to pretend you don’t have a long list of girls who’d be more than happy to wine and dine on your tab?”

Uncomfortable, he took another swig of his drink. How could he explain things without sounding like even more of an entitled jerk than what she already thought?

“I’ve had girlfriends, sure. But this is just a short term thing.”

She snorted. “Of course. Wouldn’t want any of them getting the wrong idea. They might actually think you gasp liked them! How inconvenient.”

“Did you just say gasp? As in, actually say the word out loud?”

“Did you just say you can’t ask any of the girls you already know because it would be hard to get rid of them afterward?” She pantomimed putting her fingers down her throat. 

Oh yeah, his father was going to shit a brick when he brought her home.

“I didn’t actually say that but if we’re being blunt, then yes. Giving someone false hope doesn’t seem like the kindest thing to do.”

She shrugged. “Well, I guess that’s true. But it doesn’t mean that I’m participating in this nonsense either. Good luck!” She stood and straightened her jacket.

“I’ll pay you ten grand for the month,” he blurted out. 

Her mouth fell open. “How much?”

Normally an expert negotiator, King couldn’t believe he’d just thrown a number out there with no forethought. She was already going to hose him in clothing and spa charges so he hadn’t been planning to offer any kind of salary. After all, what woman wouldn’t jump at the chance to buy all the clothes, shoes and whatever other shit women bought on someone else’s credit card? 

“You heard me. Are you in or what?” It came out more aggressively than he’d intended but he was still grouchy about being put in a corner. 

The bartender leaned over, interrupting their tense standoff. “You ready to close out, Livvy?”

She pulled her eyes away from his and handed over some cash. “Yeah, I’m done Jeb. Keep the change.”

“You got it.” The bartender glanced over at him so King pulled out his wallet and handed over the first credit card his fingers touched. “Charge her drinks to my tab. Keep the cash for yourself.”

The bartender didn’t look impressed at his largesse but took the card. 

Olivia crossed her arms. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he echoed. “You’ll do it?”

She nodded and pulled out a small business card from the inner pocket of her jacket. “Here’s my card, my cell number is on the back. Let me know when you need me. Don’t worry about the clothes. I’ve got that covered.”

She turned and he reached out before he thought, panicked at the thought of her leaving without him. He wanted to walk her to her car and make sure she was safe, a completely alien feeling, but the bartender still had his card so instead he stood there patting her arm like an idiot. 

“He called you Livvy.” 

Her lips curled up. “You didn’t really think my name was Angel, did you?” She stuck out her hand. “Olivia.”

He shook it. “Olivia. I’ll call you tomorrow, Olivia.”

She winked. “I’ll answer.” 

People moved out of the way as she walked though the crowd, as if they too could sense the power in the swing of her hips. There was something hypnotic about the way she moved. It made him think he could enjoy watching her do anything and not just the dirty things he’d been unable to stop imagining the entire time they were talking. He’d love to watch her dance when she thought no one was watching, or sing in the shower or wiggle that perky little behind while she brushed her teeth in the morning. The door to the pub swung shut behind her and King groaned. 

“You don’t look so good.” The bartender held out his card, watching him with a knowing smile on his face. 

“I’m not. I’m completely fucked.”
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Chapter 4




Olivia woke the next morning with a pounding head and vaguely nauseous, despite not having any alcohol the prior night. She groaned and pulled the covers over her head. That was how King affected her. He made her feel like she’d been flattened by a truck. 

He definitely knew how to get her interest. Whose parents required them to get married by a certain age anymore? There was something weird about the whole thing. It sounded like some sort of medieval plot. 

But the rich were different. She knew that better than most after growing up on the periphery of their world. They had totally different morals and ethics. For all she knew, he might be lying about the whole thing to get closer to her. She knew all about what rich men wanted from girls like her. 

Then she remembered the look in his eye. He’d spoken about this business deal with real passion. He really wanted it. To a man like King, business was everything. She shouldn’t care that this was obviously so important to him. 

You don’t even know him. 

But that was the thing. She felt like she did. Or at least, she knew that feeling of wanting to be more. Wanting to have more. 

Well, either way she definitely wasn’t taking his damn money, not even to buy clothes for all these events he wanted her to attend. 

What the hell am I going to wear? 

She reached over to her phone on the nightstand. Elle would definitely have something appropriate and wouldn’t mind if she borrowed a few things. Although knowing her friend she wasn’t going to get off without a full explanation about why she needed fancy clothes all of a sudden. 

Her heart screeched to a halt when she saw a text from an unfamiliar number. 

- Dinner party at my parents’ house tonight. I’ll pick you up at seven. Text me your address. - K

Olivia swallowed, her throat suddenly as dry as the Sahara. She hadn’t been expecting him to need her so quickly. Shit. As her fingers flew over the keys composing a text to Elle, she could only hope her friend wasn’t out of town or she would have to charge a dress to her credit card. Just the thought burned. It had taken her so long to work her way out of debt that she hated to charge anything now. 

Luckily, it didn’t take long for Elle to respond. Just as she thought, Elle not only didn’t mind her borrowing a few things but she had extra clothes in her office at the club. That was perfect. She had a good excuse to meet King there instead of her house. There was no way she wanted that smooth talker anywhere near her bedroom.

As expected, after her initial texts telling her where to find the clothes, Elle quickly narrowed in on the real issue. 

- And why do we need fancy clothes?

- There’s this guy… Not sure where it’s going but I don’t want to look like a complete hick in front of his parents.

- You’re meeting the parents? Where have I been? I didn’t even know you were seeing anyone.

- It’s a new thing but we’re going to be at a party his parents are hosting so. Anyway, wish me luck!

She could only hope that Elle was still too tired to question her strange response. Olivia wasn’t entirely sure of her own motivation at this point and she definitely couldn’t explain it to anyone else. 

She could go with the obvious explanation and blame it on the money. How many people could turn down ten thousand dollars? It would give her some much needed breathing room and ensure that she had a cushion for any unexpected expenses. 

All it would take was one health issue and she’d be back in debt. Someone like King had no idea how close the average person was to bankruptcy at any time. Most were only one car accident away from losing everything they owned. 

Olivia flopped back on the bed and covered her face with her arm. The amount of energy she was wasting on this guy was ridiculous. She should just tell him she’d changed her mind and then she wouldn’t have to stress about this. But ten thousand dollars… 

She didn’t want her partners to ever know just how thin she’d stretched herself to afford her share of the club. It was worth it though, no question. To have the freedom to be her own boss, she’d eat ramen noodles and cut coupons and give up every luxury. That had been her life for the past few years and she was finally almost comfortable. That ten thousand dollars would be an extra cushion in her I’ll never have to ask my parents for money again fund. Her pride was worth any amount of discomfort she felt in King’s presence. 

So he was sexy, so what? She’d dealt with sexy, entitled alpha A-holes before. He was no different. She would do the job, impress his parents and never look back. 

She sat up and grabbed her phone again. After texting King to meet her at the club, she threw back the comforter and stretched. First thing she wanted to do was get in a workout. 

If her completely neglected body could work up this much enthusiasm for a guy she wasn’t even sure she liked, then it could handle a little cardio. She would work off her newfound sexual appetite in the gym. 
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Later that evening, King checked his watch for the hundredth time. Why the hell was he so nervous? He was picking up a stripper with the intention of horrifying his parents. But the entire day when he should have been reviewing the financials of a company Kingsley International was interested in acquiring, he was thinking about her pert little mouth instead. 

He parked outside the club and his eyes immediately traveled to the small figure walking his way. She must have been watching him from inside. It was a chilly day with a brisk wind so he appreciated the courtesy. He wouldn’t have to get out of the warm car. 

She opened the passenger side door and climbed inside, bringing the scent of lavender with her.

“Good evening. I hope you weren’t waiting long.”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve only been here about ten minutes. There was some stuff I needed in the office, that’s why I wanted to meet here.”

He was pretty sure she just didn’t want him having her address but he didn’t mention it. It would probably freak her out to know that he already knew her address, what kind of car she drove and how much money was currently in her bank account at First National Bank and Trust. There wasn’t too much he couldn’t find out if he paid enough.

“There aren’t going to be any ex-girlfriends at this party, right? I’m willing to help you out but I draw the line at fighting some jealous chick. I won’t even fight for a guy I’m actually dating.”

He chuckled. “No jealous ex-girlfriends you need to worry about. Just a bunch of people drinking too much and trying to impress my father. A typical weekend at the Kingsley stronghold.”

“Sounds fun.” 

Her voice was so droll that it only made him smile harder. Somehow, talking about it with her, made it easier to contemplate spending the next few hours under his parents’ roof. He could already see her making that annoyed face at some older guy who dared to look at her the wrong way.

She turned in her seat and regarded him with curious eyes. “So, what’s the deal?”

He must have looked as confused as he felt because she rolled her eyes. It was a struggle to keep his eyes on the road when all her wiggling in the seat had worked her dress up her legs several inches. 

“Don’t give me that look. You know what I mean. Am I supposed to be someone you’ve dated forever and we’re supposed to pretend like we’re madly in love? I’m not good at subterfuge.”

“No, just be yourself. If anyone asks you a question, you’re to answer it completely honestly.”

He was looking forward to this dinner party with a level of enthusiasm that he’d never thought to attach to one of his parents’ events. Normally he didn’t go for the ballbuster type but there was something incredibly arousing about Olivia’s smart mouth. She hadn’t hesitated to call him on his shit yet and he had no doubt that she wouldn’t hold back tonight. 

How many times had he fantasized about telling one of his father’s stuffed shirt friends what he really thought about them? He grinned. He’d have to stick close to her tonight. The first time one of those good-old-boys said the wrong thing to Olivia, it was going to be like watching a cage match live and in person.

“Seriously? You want me to be completely honest?” 

“Yes. Keeping track of lies is too complicated and that’s how people get caught. We met yesterday. I asked you out. That’s as much truth as anyone needs.”

“I doubt anyone there is ready for my brand of truth,” she mumbled. 

King didn’t think they were either. His father was probably going to beg him not to get married after tonight. 

“So we’re just going with the truth. Okay.” She looked out the window and clenched and unclenched her first. As if suddenly aware of her fidgeting, she forced her hand open and pressed it against her thigh.

She’s nervous. 

The thought didn’t make him feel any better. He couldn’t help feeling a little guilty. He was basically throwing her to the wolves in a way. He could only imagine how his parents were going to react when she told them King had picked her up in a pleasure club after watching one of his employees get a lap dance. 

But his parents and sister were too concerned about appearances to actually say anything. They would more than likely just grit their teeth and then give him an earful later. 

He squelched the unusual feelings of guilt and focused on the road. If tonight went as planned, he’d horrify his parents so badly that they’d abandon this ridiculous idea of marrying him off and let him get back to what he was so good at. 

Making money.
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Chapter 5




For the rest of the drive, they rode in silence. Olivia tried to keep from fidgeting but all the excess energy in her body had to go somewhere. She’d thought that working out earlier in the day would make her calm, in control. However, all it had done was amp her up even more. She’d been on edge all evening, almost poking her eye out with the wand while putting on her mascara. 

For a woman who was used to performing, she was in uneasy territory. She wasn’t used to trying to blend in. Her living revolved around being the center of attention, making sure that when she was in a room, all eyes were on her. 

But that wasn’t why she was here. Tonight, she wasn’t the star of the show but a supporting player. The whole goal this evening was to help King smooth things over with his parents. She still wasn’t sure she understood their dynamic. He seemed completely unconcerned with whether they even liked her and seemed convinced that they’d be happy with just the appearance of him being coupled up. But men could be a little dense about these things so she suspected the truth was a little more nuanced than that. What parents didn’t want their child to be happy? He might think they didn’t care about the girl he brought home but she was willing to bet they would want to see some kind of affection between them. 

She glanced over at him. Even in profile he looked harsh, like a monarch surveying the peasants he ruled over. Although from where he was sitting that probably wasn’t too far from the truth. 

The car glided to a stop and King stepped out. She’d been so deep in thought that she hadn’t paid the slightest attention to where they were. King had told her his parents lived in Arlington, a wealthy suburb in the neighboring state of Virginia. Olivia sat up, looking around with interest. They were parked on a circular drive in front of a massive house. 

House was probably not even the right term. It was a red brick structure with two long wings on the sides that wrapped around enclosing them in a courtyard. The front door was flanked by twin white columns that made her think of Gone with The Wind. All the windows on both stories were lit up. She whistled softly right before King opened her door.

“Are we at a hotel?” she joked.

His lips twitched. “This is my parents’ estate. Kingsley Manor.”

She accepted his hand and didn’t resist when he pulled her arm through his. It was a little late for second thoughts but she had to admit it was easier to go forward with him so close. Even though he drove her slightly crazy and his arrogance annoyed her, she’d always felt safe with him. Something she would have to examine at a later date. 

The front doors opened and King greeted the uniformed man with a warm smile. 

“Hello, Jenner. How are things this evening?”

The older man took their coats and waved them in with a flourish of his hand. “Busy, sir. You know your mother. She’s never idle.”

King grunted and Olivia realized he was staring at her dress, revealed when she’d removed her coat. It wasn’t anything extraordinary just your standard little black dress but it had a sweetheart neckline that framed her bust perfectly. 

Self-conscious, she tugged at the fabric as discreetly as she could. The dress fit technically, even though she was way taller than Elle. She bit her lip. Okay, Elle was not only shorter but a lot bigger in the bust too. The loose fit showed a little more cleavage than she liked but she hadn’t thought it was that noticeable. 

“What? Is the dress too short?” she finally asked, when she couldn’t take his staring anymore. 

He shook his head, the angry look on his face dissolving into his usual placid expression. “Nothing. You are stunning.”

“I… thank you.” 

It was such a strange compliment. The words were kind but he looked almost pissed off about it. Like he was annoyed to be attracted to her. 

She wasn’t sure what to think of that. There shouldn’t be any surprises. Maybe the dress was a tad too short but he’d seen what she looked like before at the club in way more detail. He was lucky she hadn’t worn something with a split up her leg and half of her cleavage coming out. 

Before she could think on it too long, a woman with platinum blond hair approached. 

“King? There you are darling. I was wondering if you weren’t coming.”

King kissed her on both cheeks just as a distinguished older man appeared at his elbow. He looked a lot like King so she assumed this was his father. 

“Olivia, this is my mother, Fiona Kingsley. Mother, this is Olivia-“ King stopped abruptly and then laughed. “I’m sorry, I actually don’t know your last name.”

An awkward silence fell over the group and Liv could feel a blush creeping over her cheeks. Geez, maybe instead of stressing out on the way there they should have been exchanging the basic information.

“It’s Reyes. Olivia Reyes.” She extended her hand and a beat before she would have withdrawn it, his mother took it.

“Lovely to meet you, Olivia. This is King’s father, Thane the Third.”

“Oh, you’re named for your father. That’s nice.”

King rolled his eyes but she guessed his father must have agreed because he accepted her hand looking slightly more pleasant. “Yes it is, isn’t it? It’s an honor to carry a name that goes back for generations.”

Fiona patted her husband’s chest distractedly. “Of course it is, dear. Now Olivia, how did you and King meet?”

The blush that had started to recede marginally came back full force. “Oh, we met yesterday.” She glanced over at King who was watching everything with a strange little smile. He didn’t seem inclined to jump in and make this less awkward so she grabbed his arm and squeezed.

“Actually would you excuse us for a moment?” She walked back toward the hallway, dragging him behind her. 
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King allowed Olivia to drag him along until they reached the living room. All of the furniture had been moved out to make room for a dance floor. After a split second of thought, he tugged on Olivia’s hand until she turned and tumbled into his arms. 

He guided her until they were moving smoothly with the other couples. The band for the event consisted of a harpist, a violinist and a flute player. King sighed. If his blood wasn’t rushing from being plastered against Olivia’s shapely body, he’d be on the verge of falling asleep already. 

She glared up at him. “What the hell was that back there?”

He looked around. Her sharp words hadn’t gone unnoticed. The couple dancing right next to them looked at them in shock and then moved a little further away. Good. Maybe she’d cuss him out right here and now and they could get this over with.

“What do you mean? My parents seemed to like you.”

She pulled back putting some space between them. Her eyes narrowed but she didn’t say anything else. 

“King! I can’t believe you’re actually here!”

Olivia jumped back as he was tackled from the side. He managed to keep from falling on his ass as his sister, Georgina, threw her arms around his neck.

Olivia watched with amusement. Ex-girlfriend, she mouthed. He could see why she might think that. His sister was gorgeous and he didn’t just think that because she looked a little like him with her long dark hair and sky blue eyes. He’d had to come to terms with it after fending off quite a few of his friend’s who’d shown interest. 

“Georgie, this is Olivia. The girl you just shoved out of the way just now. Olivia, this is my little sister, Georgina.”

Georgie turned and clapped her hands over her mouth. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry!”

Olivia glanced between them and then her eyes bugged out as Georgie enveloped her in an enthusiastic hug. 

“I get a little excited sometimes. My brother always says I’m like a terrier when I get worked up.”

Olivia glanced at him. “That’s okay. Not everyone can be a robot like King.”

Georgie giggled. “Exactly! That’s what I always say too. You should come meet my friends!” 

This evening was quickly getting out of control. King needed Olivia with him so they could do something inappropriate and get his father to back off his maddening plan to force him to settle down. They couldn’t do that if she was off talking about nail polish or whatever inane nonsense his little sister and her friends talked about. 

“Wait a minute, you’re stealing my date?”

Georgie rolled her eyes. “It’s not like we’re going that far. You can survive without her for a few minutes.”

Before he could say anything else, Georgie had Olivia by the arm. He stood there awkwardly, watching as they were stopped by his father. Olivia said something he couldn’t hear and his father’s laughter rang out through the room. He hadn’t heard his father laugh like that in a long time. 

“Damn it.” King stalked over to the bar. He’d just ordered a scotch when his father appeared at his elbow.

“Glad to see you’re taking this seriously, son. She’s a beautiful girl. Not what I expected but somehow she seems to have your number.”

He glanced over his shoulder to where Olivia held court in the middle of Georgie’s friends. She was telling some story, her hands moving around her face animatedly and the entire group erupted in laughter. The women seemed to have accepted her as one of their own already and he’d noticed more than a few men eyeing her.

He gritted his teeth. This evening was definitely not going according to plan so far. The only way his father would back off was if he saw for himself what a liability the wrong wife could be. But Olivia wasn’t doing any of the things he’d expected. He’d expected her to come inappropriately dressed and scandalize them. 

Instead she was charming the women and inspiring lust and envy in the men. 

“So, I’ve been doing some more research on AliCorp and they’re prime for a merger. Our meeting next week should be nothing more than a formality at this point.”

His father nodded. “I’m not worried about it. You’ve never let me down.”

Instead of making him feel better, the words enraged him, mainly because of how true they were. He’d dedicated his entire life to making his father proud and working to ensure that the Kingsley name represented excellence. 

“I’ve never let you down and yet you’ve threatened to turn it all over to Colin if I don’t do what you want?”

His father clapped him on the back. “Your brother isn’t as daft as you think he is. He just needs someone to believe in him. You, on the other hand, need to learn an entirely different lesson.”

“Please. Enlighten me, Dad. Because I don’t get it at all.”

His father regarded him for a long moment. Then suddenly his brown eyes looked weary. “I know you don’t. All I can hope is that you’ll figure it out before it’s too late.”




***











Chapter 6




King groaned and swallowed the last of his scotch. Another round of laughter came from the corner of the room. That was it. He put his glass down on the bar and pushed his way through the crowd. The laughter petered off as he shouldered his way through. Olivia peered up at him with innocent eyes. 

“Hi, King. Is everything okay?” She didn’t say anything else but he got the definite impression that she was laughing at him. 

“No, everything is not okay. I haven’t gotten to see you all night.” 

In hindsight, that wasn’t at all what he’d meant to say. He’d wanted to remind her that she was supposed to be helping him and not socializing but somehow it came out sounding more like the complaint of a jealous lover. Like he… missed her. Which was ridiculous, of course.

He scowled when the girls all sighed and cooed about how romantic it was. His own damn sister was no help. She put her arm around Olivia and squeezed.

“I’ve never seen my brother like this, Livvy. He’s always a grump but he usually doesn’t care about anything except business.”

King gritted his teeth so hard it felt like his jaw would lock in that position. Olivia must have sensed that he was nearing the end of his patience because she carefully extricated herself from the group and took his hand. 

“Well, ladies, it’s been fun. But I think I’d better dance with my man before some other girl throws herself in his arms.” She winked at his sister. “See you later, Georgie.”

He didn’t wait around to see what his sister would reply. With the way the night was going she’d come up with some other reason to keep Olivia away from him. Bypassing the dance floor, he made his way through the kitchen to the back stairs. Olivia rushed to keep up with him, the sound of her high heels on the polished wood floors like gunshots.

“Where are we going in such a hurry? And why are we leaving the party? I thought the whole idea was to mingle.”

She huffed out an exasperated breath as he led her up the stairs and down a hallway. Then he pulled her through the second door on the left. As soon as she cleared the threshold, he closed the door and pushed her against it.

“King, what–”

Whatever she’d been about to say was swallowed as he attacked her mouth. His hands were all over the place, under her dress and in her hair, trying to take in every inch of her at once. She melted against him and wrapped her hands around him, shoving his suit jacket to the side so she could get closer. Their tongues tangled as he tried to get more of her taste. Her lavender and lilac scent was all over him and he abandoned her mouth to kiss his way down her throat, trying to find the source of the drugging scent. 

He lifted her under the thighs, hefting her higher so he could settle between her thighs. When his cock, rigid in the confines of his suit pants, nestled against what he knew had to be itty bitty panties, she let out a throaty moan. Any remaining blood in his brain quickly abandoned ship and flowed south. He’d never been this hard, this needy, this desperate before. He could give a shit about his parents downstairs or what they thought of him right now. His entire world condensed to right here, right now, and whether or not Liv was going to let him inside her soft, wet heat. 

“King, what the hell are we doing?” she gasped. Her lips attached to his neck and placed suctioning kisses all the way up to his ear. She took the lobe between her teeth and bit down gently, causing him to cry out. 

“Fuck, bite me again.”

She moaned and bit him again, this time right below his ear. His last bit of restraint snapped and he fumbled with the front of his pants, almost ripping the zipper off in his haste. Olivia chuckled as he struggled to push his pants down. Her laughter cut off abruptly when he nudged into position, easing through her wet folds until she took him to the root. 

“King. Oh my god.” 

She shuddered and satisfaction stormed through his veins. He’d put that look on her face. He’d drawn every one of those helpless, erotic sounds from her throat. Him. She was all his. 

He grabbed her hands in one of his and held them over her head, forcing her to hold still as he established a hard rhythm, angling so she’d get tons of friction right where it counted. 

It wasn’t long before her moans turned into soft whimpers. King struggled to hold it together as she exploded beneath him, her legs tightening around his back as she rode out her release. He pressed his face against her neck, panting with the effort it took to hold back, trying to prolong her pleasure. Then she clamped down on him and his mind went blank. He lost it as his own orgasm swamped him and his legs went so weak he almost dropped her. 

He managed to hold it together and keep them upright. By the time he came back to himself, she was breathing deeply and he felt like every one of his muscles had been wrung out. 

A small bit of his reason returned and he acknowledged that taking her in his childhood bedroom while his parents and their friends were right downstairs wasn’t the best course of action. But even more than that, was the fact that after such a small taste of her, he only wanted more. The enormity of how much he wanted her frightened him. He was supposed to be getting her out of his system, not sinking in deeper and deeper. 

“We should get back.” 

He pulled out gently and set her on her feet. She stood up straight and then she paled slightly. 

“Oh no. We didn’t use anything.”

King reared back in shock. He closed his eyes. How could he have been so careless? He’d never forgotten a condom before, not even when he was drunk. It wasn’t the kind of thing a man in his position could afford to be careless about. 

She held up a hand before he could speak. “It’s okay, I’m on the pill.” 

“Even so, you have every right to be angry. I can’t believe I forgot. I’m so sorry, Olivia.”

She straightened her dress and pulled the bra back into place. “It was an accident. How can I be angry when I didn’t remember either? You make me forget everything.”

They both arranged their clothes and tried not to look at each other. God, this was awkward. 

Olivia touched his arm. “King, about what happened. Just… don’t pay me. This was… just don’t pay me anything, okay?” She blushed deeply and then tugged at the top of her dress. “Maybe we should go back now.”

Her words brought a whole new element to his discomfort. He’d forgotten all about their deal. Everything that had happened tonight was completely off script. The only thing he’d been thinking about tonight was Olivia and how she affected him. 

“Yeah. We should go.” King reached behind her and opened the door. She walked out without looking back. 

What the hell was he really doing here? His plan was clearly a failure since his parents and his sister seemed to like her. Sure, he could tell them the real story of where he’d met her but after watching Olivia in action, he had a feeling they wouldn’t care. 

The only one in danger here, was him. Every moment he spent in her company would only make it harder to walk away. 

It was time to bring this experiment to a close. 




*




Three weeks later…




Olivia double-checked her appearance in the mirrored elevator doors. When her mother called to make sure she was still coming to their fundraiser, she’d been so tempted to make an excuse. However, no matter what had ever happened between them, she wouldn’t embarrass her parents. Even though that was all they expected from her anyway. 

The doors opened and she stepped out into the main lobby of the Ritz-Carlton hotel. Her parents had started Race for a Cure when she was only a child, gathering their peers in the horse ranching industry to support a cure for breast cancer. Her mother had beaten the disease but had been determined to use her position to advocate for all of the women who didn’t have the same resources. 

She was so fiercely proud of everything her mother had accomplished in the years since then. Despite her tense relationship with her father, she would put on a smile and charm the attendees into opening their wallets. 

This day wasn’t about her or how incredibly stupid she was for once again falling for the wrong man. 

Just the thought of him made the headache that had been lingering behind her right eye for the past few days throb dangerously. She blew out a breath, determined not to let thoughts of him derail her night. What had she really expected? For him to call her the next day? To become her boyfriend? To take her out and listen to her and spend all night whispering sweet nothings in her ear? 

Gah!

She could just kick herself for allowing even the idea of him into her thoughts. Thane Kingsley the freaking Fourth, and yes she’d looked up his full name on his Club VIP paperwork, was an ass. An entitled trust fund baby and a double douchebag of the highest order. She had clearly gone way too long without a man if he could affect her this strongly after only one night. 

But Bennett had really stepped up to fill the void. She smiled thinking of her best friend. Normally so shy, she hadn’t expected him to ever initiate their phone conversations or call her just to check on her. But for the past three weeks, he’d been so attentive. He was still awkward, it was Bennett after all, but he was making such an effort to be there for her. She’d tried to play it cool the first time they’d spoken after her ill-timed night with King but somehow she’d ended up spilling the whole story. 

Bennett had listened, asked questions and even offered up some useful advice. He’d asked her to come up early before the award ceremony so they could hang out. It had been years since they’d had time to spend together doing absolutely nothing. She’d been completely right about Bennett. They were going to be great together. 

Once she got all thoughts of the double douchebag out of her head!

Having been to this hotel for prior year’s galas, she knew exactly where to go. Her mother stood just inside the doors of the main ballroom wearing a gorgeous bright blue floor-length gown. Daniela Reyes was still a beautiful woman and for a moment, Olivia was overcome with sadness. Even though she talked to her mother on the phone every week, their once close relationship had grown distant. 

When she’d gotten pregnant, her father had been livid and wouldn’t allow her in the house and her mother hadn’t stood up to him. With time and distance, Olivia didn’t really blame her mother. She was a soft-spoken woman, easily flustered by harsh words and confrontation. But even though she’d come around to forgiveness, their relationship had never been the same. 

“Olivia! You look so beautiful, baby.” 

“Thanks, Mom. Where’s Daddy?”

Her mother looked across the ballroom. Olivia followed her gaze to where her father stood talking to someone she didn’t recognize.

“That’s Senator Denton. I believe they play golf together.”

They watched as her father shook hands with the Senator before walking toward them. Her father acknowledged her presence with a nod. She hated it but his scrutiny immediately made her stand up straighter. 

“Good, you’re here. I was worried you’d be late.”

“She was early, Alberto. Stop worrying. Everything is going exactly as planned. I have a feeling we’ll raise even more money this year.”

Her father’s stern expression softened slightly as her mother adjusted his tie. Daniela was the only person her father ever spared his smiles on. As if he could hear her thoughts, his eyes swung to her. He frowned slightly taking in her bare shoulders. 

“Don’t you have a wrap? That dress is too revealing, Olivia.”

Her shoulders slumped. Her dress was strapless but it was a modest neckline and floor length. She hadn’t thought anyone would be scandalized by the sight of her bare shoulders.

“Young people these days don’t carry wraps, Alberto. Don’t be so old-fashioned,” Daniela chuckled. 

Her father didn’t look convinced but for once he didn’t argue his point. 

“Just don’t offend anyone. This is an important night for your mother. Try not to embarrass us.”

“Alberto!” Her mother glared at him until he lowered his gaze. She turned back to Olivia. “He didn’t mean that, mija.”

“It’s okay, Mom. I know what he meant. I know I can be blunt sometimes.”

Olivia opened her evening clutch and pretending to look for her phone, determined not to let even a single tear fall. What was the point? She’d always known that her father was ashamed of her. He didn’t even know how she made a living. She wasn’t sure if he ever checked the balance on her trust fund to know that she hadn’t touched a penny of it since her accident. 

Even if he knew she wasn’t using that money, he probably assumed she was a mistress for a wealthy man. For years, she’d tried to conform, to make herself fit the mold her father wanted and it was not only unsuccessful but painful trying to bend herself into shapes that would never come naturally. Well, no more. Nothing she ever did would be good enough for him so from now on she wasn’t even going to try. This was the last time she’d bother with keeping up appearances. She was done. 

Olivia snagged a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter. She would mingle, smile widely and speak as little as possible. Then as soon as a respectable amount of time passed, she was going home. 

There was nothing here for her anymore.




***











Chapter 7




Fate is playing games with me, King thought. That was the only logical explanation. 

For the past three weeks he’d done everything to distance himself from Olivia. He’d given his Club VIP membership key to James. He’d taken her number out of his phone to reduce the chances that he’d give in one night and drunk dial her. 

Which had been a real possibility. It was embarrassing to admit because he could usually hold his liquor very well but he’d seen the bottom of more than a few bottles of scotch since then. Hell, he couldn’t even visit his family without one of them bringing up her name. 

Olivia was so sweet. Olivia was so funny. When are you going to bring Olivia around again?

His parents had never been so eager to see him and he was their flesh and blood! How arrogant he’d been to think he could just walk away and not look back. She was never far from his thoughts, no matter what he was doing. He ached for her and it was more than just physical. He wanted to see her eyes light up when she challenged him. No one ever talked to him like that. He was used to people saying what they thought he wanted to hear. 

Olivia hadn’t cared about impressing him. She’d just been herself. Which, it turned out, was exactly what he needed.

Now after all of his failed efforts to forget about her, his parents roped him into attending a charity gala with them and here she was. He glanced up at the ceiling briefly. 

Message received. I won’t fuck it up this time. 

It would be a cruel twist of fate if he was pining away and Olivia had gone on with her life like nothing had happened. She might have even met someone else. 

The thought made him stop in his tracks. His father looked back in confusion. His mother walked on, greeting someone she knew, oblivious to his distress.

“What’s the matter, son? Did you see someone you know?”

He lifted his chin and gestured to the other side of the room. “Do you know the couple that just walked in?”

His father glanced over. “With the wife in the blue dress? Actually, I do. He’s the one hosting this event. His wife is a breast cancer survivor.” His father laughed suddenly. “Is that Olivia? Well, what do you know. I didn’t realize she was related to Alberto Reyes. One of his horses almost took the Preakness last year!”

King didn’t follow horse racing at all but even he knew that was huge. His brow furrowed. Why hadn’t Olivia told him about her family? Not that he’d given her many opportunities. He cursed himself again. He’d been so focused on what he needed that he hadn’t given her the chance to share much about herself. Everything he knew was gleaned from observation. She was brash, quick-witted and obviously only working at Club VIP for fun if her family was as wealthy as it appeared.

“Come on, let’s go say hello.”

“No, wait.” 

But it was too late. His father was already halfway across the room. He trailed behind, uneasy about how Olivia would respond after the way he’d ghosted on her. He would have preferred to initiate contact in a more private setting. 

By the time he caught up, his father was shaking hands with Mr. Reyes and Olivia was watching him approach with a deer-in-headlights look. She apparently hadn’t expected to see him again so soon, or ever, either. Then her expression hardened and she whispered something to the woman he assumed was her mother. 

He would have expected the silent treatment but as usual, his brash Olivia took the initiative, although she addressed his father instead of him. 

“Mr. Kingsley. What a surprise to see you here. It’s so nice to see you again.”

Mr. Reyes looked between them uneasily. “Olivia, you know Mr. Kingsley?”

His father guffawed. “Your daughter is making an honest man of my oldest boy here. It looks like we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other now, Alberto.” 

Mr. Reyes glanced at him in surprise before extending his hand. “Well, that’s nice to hear. Your father is very proud of what you’ve accomplished at Kingsley International. He brags about you all the time. It’s a fine thing to have a son to carry on your work.”

Olivia winced slightly but then her smile returned full force. King clenched his fist at his side. This was a side of her he’d never seen. The dutiful daughter holding her tongue and pretending that her father’s callous words didn’t hurt. 

It made him want to plow his fist into something. 

He’d spent the past three weeks fantasizing about kissing that lush mouth again. Now all he wanted to do was stand in front of her and protect her from the arrows that only family know how to aim so accurately. 

“Actually sir, I hope you and your wife don’t mind if I borrow Olivia for a dance.”

“You kids go on and dance. Don’t hang out here with us old folks.” Mrs. Reyes beamed at him and nudged Olivia in his direction. She looked like an older version of her daughter with short, curly hair. 

King held out his arm and Olivia curled her fingers around his forearm. He led her into the middle of the ballroom so they’d be obscured by the other dancers. For what he was planning, he needed cover. First, he was getting Olivia away from her toxic father and then he would apologize for the way he’d left things. 

Then he was getting her out of that dress. 




*




If Olivia could have held her nose without looking like a total weirdo, she would have done it. As it was, she tried to hold her breath. It was the only way to ignore how good he smelled. There hadn’t been any way to decline dancing with him without causing a scene but that didn’t mean she had to like it. 

Except, she definitely liked it. 

“I’ve been thinking about this for weeks. Ever since that night. All I can see when I close my eyes is your face when you came. I haven’t gotten any work done.” 

His voice was rough in her ear as they danced and the deep timbre sent a delicious tingle down her spine. 

“Who’s fault is that?” she mumbled back, trying so hard not to be affected by that sexy voice growling in her ear.

“Yours. Entirely. You and those sexy lips.” His hands tightened on her back and he held her closer. The position made it obvious that he was just as affected by the conversation as she was. The thick length pressing against her belly was proof of that. 

“Apparently you didn’t have that hard of a time since I haven’t heard from you.” 

She hated herself for letting him know that she’d waited for the call. Her pride wanted him to think that she didn’t care. Hah! See how he liked that. She should let him think that his lovemaking was so unremarkable that she hadn’t even missed his presence in her life at all. 

Jokes on you, Your Majesty. I have screaming orgasms against random bedroom doors all the time!

Even as she thought it, Olivia knew she could never pull off a nonchalant vibe when it came to how Thane Kingsley IV made love. She was on the verge of having a heart attack just listening to him describe it. She pulled back slightly, on the verge of overheating. 

“We need to get out of here,” he rasped. 

Olivia had never wanted anything more. However, her parents liked having the whole family present throughout the event. Her father seemed to think it was good press for them to be photographed together smiling and happy. Olivia thought it was ridiculous. By the end of the night, most of the patrons were too drunk and happy themselves to care whether she was there or not.

“My parents will notice if I’m gone. I can’t do that to my mom. This is her event. She’ll be hurt if I leave without saying goodbye.”

“Not if I ask my parents to distract them.” 

“Why would they do that?”

“Because my father wants me married. If he thinks that giving me time alone with you will get me closer to that goal, then he’ll do anything I ask him to.”

He sent a text to his father. Then grabbed her by the arm. 

“Where are we going?”

He glared at her, as if his arousal were all her fault. And it was, Olivia thought with satisfaction.

“Somewhere I can take care of this.” He glanced down at the now noticeable bulge in the front of his pants. 

“And somewhere I can take care of you.” 

Olivia gulped.




***











Chapter 8




King knew there would probably be talk the next day after the way he’d practically dragged Olivia from the ballroom. He couldn’t care any less. He was done trying to deny the effect she had on him. Clearly she was the one woman he couldn’t maintain his cool façade with and if he was going to give in, he’d be damned if he didn’t get exactly what he wanted in the process.

Olivia, naked and willing.

The valet pulled his car up and he tipped him generously, after helping Olivia into the passenger seat. Normally he’d have wanted to show off a little, maybe tell her about the completely over the top Maybach Landaulet convertible he’d just had to have. Instead he bit his lip, trying to hold back all the filthy things he was sure would spill out if he attempted to engage her in conversation. They rode in silence until he turned into the underground garage of his condo building on the North West side of the city. 

Olivia sat up in her seat. “Where are we? I thought you were taking me home?”

He pulled into one of his parking spaces. The other two were occupied by his Range Rover and the Bentley he liked to drive on occasion. 

“I am. My home.”

“You are so infuriating. Do you ever think about asking what someone else wants?” Olivia crossed her arms. 

“Oh I know what you want, angel. And I’m going to give it to you. Much slower this time and it’ll for damn sure last longer.”

He got out of the car without waiting for her response which would have probably been to slap him. Not that he wouldn’t enjoy a little slap and tickle but he’d rather not put on a show for any neighbors who might be in the garage. 

Olivia got out of the car before he could open her door. Surprisingly, she didn’t argue with him but followed quietly as he led her to the elevator. Another man rode up with them and she exchanged polite hellos while King remained silent, his eyes on the digital numbers as they rose higher. He didn’t care about exchanging pleasantries. 

His neighbors already knew he was an asshole.

After the other man got off, it was only about thirty seconds before the doors opened to the penthouse level. He led her down the marble hallway and then opened the door to his East-facing unit. 

“This is beautiful. It looks like the kind of place where you’d live.”

He stood back and let her wander, her big curious eyes taking in the post-modern furniture his decorator had picked out and the artwork on the walls that he’d bought sight unseen. Her words, innocent as they were, pierced through straight to his newly exposed underbelly.

He’d lived there for years and it still didn’t feel like home. More like a place to rest his head on the random days when he didn’t crash in his office. Suddenly, it was like he could see himself through her eyes and he didn’t like what he saw. A man who worked at the expense of everything else in his life. A man who prioritized business deals over even his own well-being. When was the last time he’d done anything that didn’t further the business interests of Kingsley International? He honestly couldn’t think of one thing. 

Damn, he was tired. 

Suddenly he wanted to be anywhere else. This place had no real meaning to him and irrationally, he didn’t want Olivia tainted by its coldness. 

“I hate everything about this place,” he muttered.

Surprise registered in her eyes but then she glanced away. The silence stretched out, a taut wire that could easily snap and maim them both. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t call you.”

She kept her eyes on the floor. “I’m sure you were busy. So was I.”

“That wasn’t why I didn’t call. It was because I didn’t want to. I don’t like the way I feel when I’m with you.”

That got her attention. She dropped her bag on the couch and faced him for the first time. 

“You are such an ass. What did I ever do to you?”

He walked a little closer, feeling like he was taking his life in his hands. If the daggers coming from her eyes got any closer he’d be bleeding from every orifice. 

“You did plenty to me, angel. You got in my head so I couldn’t concentrate at work. The scent of you lingered on everything you touched and taunted me for weeks. I washed everything I wore that night and still couldn’t escape it. Finally I gave in and wrapped the shirt I wore around my dick and stroked one out while pretending you were watching.”

Her throat moved as she swallowed, her cheeks flushing pink at his words. “You’re crude,” she accused but her eyes were bright, betraying her arousal at his words. 

“Did you think of me all this time angel? Put those dainty little fingers in your pussy while pretending I was fucking you?”

She beat against his chest and then moaned when he grabbed her arms and held her against his chest. Unable to resist any longer, his mouth found her throat and he held there, breathing against her skin.

“I hate you. I hate you,” she whispered. 

“No you don’t. I almost wish you did. I’m not the guy for you, Olivia. You’ve always been honest about what you think of me. Arrogant. Entitled. And you’re absolutely right. I’m nowhere near good enough for you, angel but I want you anyway.”

He grasped her hair and speared his fingers through it, pulling out the low bun her long curls had been bundled into. Then he covered her mouth with his, not waiting for her to catch up to his intensity. She gasped for breath in between kisses, her hands clasping the front of his shirt as if desperate for something to anchor her in the midst of this storm of desire. Her taste was everything he’d been missing and already he was hard and thick ready to give her everything they both needed. But this time he’d take his time, lick her all over this delectable little body and then keep her on the edge of orgasm for hours before he finally let her go.

Then she suddenly pushed him away.

“No. This isn’t happening again.”

Stunned, King reached for her and then dropped his hands when she glared at him. Chuckling, he put his hands on top of his head to keep them out of grabbing distance.

“That was too fast, I agree. I promised that I would do it right this time. Take it slow. You make me a greedy man, Olivia.”

Although her eyes heated at his words, she planted a firm hand on his chest when he tried to move closer. 

“No. You’re still not listening. I don’t want this. I mean, my body wants this clearly, but I’m not a toy you can pick up when you’re bored and ready to play, King.”

Her characterization bothered him. King knew that he wasn’t the most nurturing man. He was used to getting exactly what he wanted, exactly when he wanted it. But he’d never thought of himself as a user. 

It made him feel like he was just one more person who didn’t appreciate her. Or worse, someone who actively dimmed her shine. He remembered how she’d wilted under her father’s careless words earlier that night. He never wanted to see her look like that again. 

“I’m in unfamiliar territory here. I want you to stay. And I have no idea how to get you to want that, too.”

She laughed but it was a bitter sound.

“Welcome to what life is like for the rest of us. Newsflash, you don’t always get what you want. I have the right to protect myself here. I need more than just a screw against a bedroom wall. You don’t. It seems pretty clear to me that I’m the one who’d get hurt. Would you take a chance on a risky investment, Mr. Businessman?”

She had a point. But he didn’t think of this thing between them as a bad investment. He wanted her, more than he’d ever wanted another woman. Not just for sex either. He wanted to talk to her and get her unique perspective on things. He wanted to know she was safe, even when he couldn’t be with her. He wanted to see her smile. 

He wanted to make her happy.

King realized with not just a little bit of horror, that what he was describing resembled something he’d avoided for years. A relationship. He wanted a relationship with Olivia. 

And she didn’t trust him at all. 

“If I was willing to try for more, would you give me a chance?”

Olivia sighed. “That’s not how it works, King. You can’t just pretend to care for a while.”

“I’ve never pretended with you, angel. I’ve never felt like this before. I want to see you every day. When I go to sleep at night, the last thing I think about is you. I’m not sure what the hell that means but I think it means… I want more, too.”

She stared at him, a flicker of surprise crossing her face before she smirked. “You wouldn’t know what more looked like if it bit you in the ass.”

“You’re right. I’m probably going to be a crap boyfriend. But maybe you might like crap? Hell, that’s not how I meant that to come out. You know what I meant.”

Her shoulders shook with silent laughter. She was so damn cute he took a chance and pulled her in for a soft kiss. Her giggles subsided and she gazed up at him with an unfamiliar expression, one that looked a lot like hope.

“I know I’ve let you down before. But I’m going to prove to you that I’m serious about you. Will you let me try?”

She sighed. “Okay. I want to see what more looks like on you.”

He took a chance and traced the edges of her lips. She had a beautiful smile and he hoped he would get to see a lot more of it. He was suddenly beset with anxiety. Everything was riding on him proving his worth and he had no idea how to do that. 

Olivia snuggled closer and the hand on his chest worked it’s way down to cup the still-hard bulge between his legs. She squeezed gently, smiling in triumph when he groaned. It took willpower he didn’t know he had to step back, putting about a foot of space between them.

Her eyes rounded. “You don’t want to?”

“Oh, I want to. But I’m going to prove to you that I’m serious. Which means, the only thing I’m going to do to that delectable little ass of yours right now is drive it home.”

Her shock was almost worth the case of blue-balls he was sure to have later that night. 

Almost. 




*




Olivia invited King inside but he declined, surprising her yet again. Although he’d turned her down back at his place, she didn’t actually think he’d have the willpower to do it twice. Especially since they’d gotten each other pretty worked up before he’d called a halt to things. 

There was a tentative knock on the door. Olivia rolled her eyes. Just as she’d thought. He’d changed his mind already. She hadn’t even gotten her coat off. How predictable.

She yanked the door open. “I thought you said you wanted to prove yourself?”

The girl on the other side of the threshold slowly lowered her hand where it had been poised to knock again. “Expecting someone else?”

It had been a few weeks but Olivia never forgot a face. 

“Georgina? What are you doing here?”

She shifted from foot to foot and then glanced over her shoulder. “Do you mind if I come in? It’s kind of a long story.”

“Of course. Come in.” Olivia stepped back and allowed Georgina to squeeze past her into the entryway. She hung up both of their coats on the pegs behind the door and then motioned for Georgina to follow her.

“Come on. I’ll make us some coffee.”

Georgina sat on one of the barstools at the breakfast bar and looked around curiously. “I like your place. This is just the kind of place I’d want if I lived on my own.”

“You still live with your parents? I didn’t realize.”

Georgina made a face. “They never want me to do anything on my own. They’re so overprotective. And now that Alex has proposed,” she held up her left hand which sported a diamond the size of a small boulder, “I’ll probably just go straight from living in their house to his.”

She sounded so resigned about it. Olivia hadn’t met her fiance at the party, not that she remembered, but it sounded like Georgina wasn’t too happy with him. 

“It sounds like he’s eager to have you with him.”

Georgina’s shoulders drooped. “Yes, he is. That’s what makes this so much harder. I’m sorry to come here and dump this on you but I didn’t know who else to talk to. Alex and I have too many friends in common. But if King trusts you, then I know I can, too.”

Olivia gripped the side of the counter. She hated to lie but she couldn’t exactly tell Georgina that she wasn’t really King’s girlfriend. 

Crap.

“Um, well, I’m not sure I’ll have any advice for you. I’m not close with my family the way you are with yours. So I’ve been on my own for a long time.”

Why was the coffee taking so long? Olivia looked at the machine and prayed for it to percolate a little faster. She’d entertain Georgina for a while and then make an excuse so she could text King and ask what he wanted her to do. This wasn’t part of their original ruse and she didn’t think he’d appreciate her getting involved in his family’s personal affairs. 

The coffee continued to produce a minuscule trickle. Olivia groaned and sent Georgina an apologetic look. “Sorry this coffeemaker is so slow. It’s kind of ancient.”

Georgina smiled. “Why hasn’t King just bought you a new one? I never thought my brother would need lessons on how to keep a woman.”

“I don’t need your brother to buy me anything. Just because we’re… together doesn’t mean that he’s my sugar daddy. I take care of myself. I have for a long time.”

Georgina’s face fell. “I’m so sorry, Olivia. I didn’t mean anything by that, I swear.”

Now she just felt like a bully. 

Olivia hung her head. “I know you didn’t. Sorry to jump down your throat. That’s kind of a sore spot with me. People always assume I need a man to do certain things. But I’ve always been independent.”

“I’m so glad you said that because that’s why I’m here. I’ve never been independent. Between my parents and Alex, I feel like I’m suffocating. There are so many things I can’t talk about with them and I’ve never been free to try anything on my own.”

She glanced over at Olivia and then whispered, “I have a confession to make. After King brought you home that day, I did a little digging.”

Olivia’s stomach dropped. Oh shit.

“Georgina–”

“Call me Georgie. I really hope that we’ll be good friends.”

The deflection reminded her so much of King that she couldn’t help smiling. Both of the Kingsley siblings were definitely used to getting what they wanted, when they wanted it.

“You’re not used to taking no for an answer, are you?”

“Nope. And that’s why I hope you won’t be mad when I tell you that I know all about Club VIP. I was hoping you could get me a membership there.”

Shit. Shit. Double shit.

“I don’t know about that, Georgie. King would be so angry if he found out I did this behind his back.”

“Why is it about him? Women need to be independent, isn’t that what you said? I’ve only ever had sex with one person! In my whole life. And I love Alex, I really do. But…”

Now she just looked like she was on the verge of tears. Olivia didn’t need to be that intuitive to understand what she wasn’t saying. She knew Georgie’s life all too well. Always being the good girl while burying any desires you had that fell outside of what society considered proper. 

“I’m going to regret helping you. I already know I am. But I’m going to do it anyway.”

Georgie squealed and threw her arms around Olivia’s neck. “Thank you! I won’t do anything crazy, I promise. I just want to know more about what’s out there. Isn’t it better to go where I know I’ll be safe?”

“It is. That’s the main reason I’m doing this. But there are going to be some rules. Don’t do anything on impulse. And I have to know when you’ll be there so I can make sure no one bothers you.”

Georgie nodded eagerly. “This is so exciting. I promise I just want the chance to live a little before I’m all married and boring and stuff.”

Olivia choked back a laugh. “Okay. I guess I can understand that.”

“Don’t worry about the coffee. I’m going home and getting into bed. See, I’m already boring.”

Olivia saw her out and then went back to the kitchen to turn off the coffeemaker. After a quick shower, she climbed in bed. She opened her clutch to get her cellphone and inside, found a note in a bold, masculine scrawl.

Sleep well, angel. 

Damn him. They hadn’t even started dating yet and she was already won over. 

This was going to end badly. She was going to fall for him and a man like King didn’t know how to be true. Dating was a game to him, a challenge he’d never conquered. He was used to women giving him what he wanted and she was the only one who was willing to tell him to go fuck himself. As much fun as she was having playing this game with him, she had to remember that it was just that. A game. 

If she wasn’t careful, she was the one who’d end up getting played.




***











Chapter 9




Olivia hadn’t been sure what to expect the first week. Wealthy men usually wanted to show off, trying to buy your affection with expensive trips or gifts. But despite what King thought, he actually turned out to be a pretty good boyfriend. 

On their first official date, King showed up with a single rose and took her out for dinner at a local steakhouse. It was probably miles below the kind of places he was used to but he’d seemed completely at ease. Afterward they’d gone to a performance of A MidSummer Night’s Dream at a small theatre she’d never even known was in the city. 

The entire night she’d expected him to make a move, put his hand on her knee or grab her ass. But other than holding her hand and a perfectly chaste kiss on the forehead, he hadn’t touched her at all. Their next two dates had been more of the same except he kissed her for real on the third night. 

Finally she understood what he was doing. He was trying to court her in the most old-fashioned way possible. At least he hadn’t brought a chaperone! 

It was a little more than what she’d expected but Olivia thought it was kind of cute. King wasn’t the sort of man who was used to having to prove himself. The fact that he was willing to do it for her was no small thing.

On their fourth date, King came over with a bag of takeout. “I thought we could stay in and watch something on Netflix.”

Olivia grinned. Everyone knew what that meant. Staying in and watching movies was code for let’s get busy on the couch. She was more than ready. Their dates had been such a surprise, showing her that there were hidden depths to the man she’d always thought of as a cold automaton. But after a week of look but don’t touch, she was just about ready to jump him. 

“Sounds good to me.”

He set up everything on her coffee table while she brought them beers. It hadn’t been a conscious thing but she’d found herself buying his favorite brand of beer when she was at the store the prior day. It hadn’t even sunk in until she’d gotten home and put the case in the refrigerator. 

Don’t make it a big deal. So you bought his favorite beer. That’s just being nice. 

“I hope beef and broccoli is okay?”

Olivia accepted the small white carton gratefully. King’s hand enclosed hers, his thumb tracing over the thin white scar that ran all the way up her arm. 

“What happened here?”

She debated just making something up or ignoring the question but then she just went with the truth. 

“I was in a car accident.”

He rubbed the slightly raised flesh gently. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up a bad memory.”

“It’s not your fault. It was just a rough time in my life.”

She looked up to find King watching her intently. In that moment, she’d never felt closer to anyone. It made her want to confide in him, tell him all the things that had ever scared her so he could slay the dragons and carry her off to his castle. The image made her smile.

“Maybe it’s good that it left a scar. It reminds me that if I could go through that alone and make it out intact, then I’m strong enough to do anything.”

“Alone? Where was your family?”

Olivia put her carton of food back on the table. This was a make or break moment. She didn’t talk about that time in her life not because she was ashamed of the choices she’d made but because it was so intensely personal. Even after all these years, her emotions were still raw when it came to the accident and all that she’d lost.

“My father kicked me out when I was nineteen. I was pregnant.”

King’s arm tightened around her. He was a smart man and after they’d spent so much time together she knew he could intuit that this story didn’t have a happy ending.

“My father is very conservative. His parents came here from Cuba with nothing but the clothes on their backs and their faith. Catholics don’t tend to be okay with their daughters getting pregnant out of wedlock. I told them about the baby almost as soon as I found out myself. I was so scared. Back then, that was what I did when something scared me. I ran to Mommy and Daddy.”

“What happened, angel?”

Tears welled in her eyes and she paused for a second, taking a moment to compose herself. 

“My best friend Bennett saved me. He let me stay with him even though his apartment was tiny. I got a job working at a clothing boutique and worked as much as I could to save up money. I have a trust fund but I would have rather chewed glass than take anything from my father after the things he said to me. Then one night, I was driving home from closing the shop and … I fell asleep.”

King pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head. “I am so sorry, Olivia.”

She shrugged, trying to shake off the fresh wave of sadness and guilt. “It’s a time in my life that I try not to think about anymore. My pride cost me everything. My baby would have been going to kindergarten this year.”

At that she totally lost it. She covered her face with her hands and just cried. King pulled her until she was sprawled across his lap and she clutched his shirt in her fists until the wracking sobs slowed and she could catch her breath. His hands traveled up and down her back in a gentle circular motion and for about ten minutes they stayed just like that. A wave of exhaustion passed through Olivia but it was a good kind of tired. 

It felt like a weight had been lifted.

Finally she sat back and brushed at the tears on her cheek. King’s shirt was creased and covered in dark spots where her tears had soaked through. Self-conscious at the signs of her breakdown, she slid off his lap and onto the couch cushion next to him.

“Sorry about that. When I invited you over, I’m sure you weren’t expecting to play therapist.”

King brushed her cheek with his thumb and leaned down so she couldn’t avoid his eyes. “When I told you that I was serious, I didn’t just mean when it was convenient. I don’t mind listening to anything you want to share with me.”

Her heart rolled over in her chest and Olivia lowered her head so he wouldn’t see the cheesy smile on her face. Before today she would have said that she was enjoying her time with King but it wasn’t until this very moment that she started to think he might be more than just a fun time.

That he might actually be the kind of man that she could count on. Forever. 




*




King flipped the pen in his hands over and over. His mind wasn’t on the financial statements strewn across his desk or whatever the hell his CFO was saying. Olivia had sent him a text asking him to meet her at Club VIP and his mind had been on the possibilities all day. 

Ever since the day Olivia had told him about her accident, there had been an entirely different vibe between them. He understood so many things about her better now. Her strength, her courage, her determination to do everything on her own. She’d lost so much but still had such a positive spirit. 

Spending time with her had been such a surprise. In the past whenever he spent time with a woman, it had quickly become routine. The women in his usual social circle all seemed to talk about the same things and the same people. Their worldview was limited to what they could buy or who they could be seen with. King was no better, he’d come to realize because he hadn’t picked his partners for their wit or intelligence. He’d only cared about getting the hottest women who wouldn’t care when he inevitably got bored and moved on. 

With Olivia, he never knew what was going to happen. If there was a news story she found interesting they would end up debating it. When she’d told him a local conservative group was trying to get the club shut down, they’d brainstormed ways to handle it. She asked about his business too and asked questions that showed she cared about how he spent his days. 

Best of all, he had no doubt that even if he was a garbage man she’d give him the same level of support and interest. She wasn’t interested in Kingsley International or how powerful he was due to his position there. She cared about him. 

Her support was quickly becoming vital to his wellbeing.

King’s attention was diverted when Devin stood. 

“I’ll have an answer for you next week. Until then, I’ll get with legal and see what’s necessary.” 

James, who had also been invited to the meeting, frowned at him before saying something to the other man and walking with him to the door. King sighed and glanced at his watch. It would be at least another two hours before he could get out of here and meet Olivia. 

“Did you hear anything he said?” James demanded. He rapped his knuckles on the desk between them and glared at King. “You’ve been somewhere else all afternoon. What the hell is going on with you?”

King wasn’t used to having his authority questioned but his oldest friend was one of the only people who didn’t mince words with him. They’d been through too much and seen each other in too many compromising positions over the years to stand on ceremony.

“No, I didn’t. I’m sure you’ve got it covered.” 

The statement reminded him of something his father had said to him not that long ago. He’d probably been wearing the same disgusted look his best friend was currently sporting afterward. Maybe his father was actually on to something. This delegating thing wasn’t so bad.

James leaned forward. “Is this about a woman?”

Uncomfortable now, King avoided his eyes and shuffled the papers on his desk unnecessarily. Ever since that night at the club, he hadn’t mentioned his plan to James again. Usually they didn’t keep secrets but he wasn’t entirely sure how to explain what he was doing with Olivia. They’d been dating for the past few weeks and everything was great but how long could that really last? He wasn’t the kind of guy who could stay on the straight and narrow but for so long, something that James knew better than anyone else. He didn’t want to hear his friend’s opinions on his attempt at being less of an asshole. 

It was immature but he was enjoying being in this bubble of happiness with Olivia. While they were together he could believe that things would always stay this way between them and that he could have a chance at what he’d always mocked his friends for wanting. 

“Everything is fine. Come on, you know as well as I do that Devin analyzes everything to death before making any recommendations anyway. I’m sure whatever I need to know is in here in great detail.” He gestured toward the financial statements Devin had been talking them through.

James didn’t look convinced but he didn’t seem inclined to dig any deeper. He stood and rebuttoned his suit jacket. Right before he reached the door, he stopped.

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you something. Is Georgie okay?”

That got his attention. His friends teased him about his overprotective big brother mode but he didn’t care. Georgie had been sheltered her whole life and she needed looking after. Even now that she was engaged, his mind refused to acknowledge her as anything other than a freckle-faced toddler with pigtails. It had taken him ages to warm up to her fiancé and he still wasn’t sure the guy was worthy.

“Why wouldn’t she be? Did she say something to you?”

“No, of course not. I dropped some files off for your father at home and ran into her. She looked upset.”

“She hasn’t said anything to me.” 

The thought bothered him as did the thought that James might have noticed something wrong with her before he did.

He’d never told his best friend this before but he suspected that Georgie used to have a crush on him at one point. Anyone else wouldn’t have noticed the signs but King knew his little sister. She was usually excited and full of energy and whenever James would come around she was suddenly quiet and demure, like she was trying too hard to look unaffected. 

“I’ll check on her tonight.”

James hesitated, as if deciding whether he wanted to say anything else. But in the end, he just nodded and left, pulling the office door closed behind him.

There was more to this story, King could sense that. But the thought of it made him uncomfortable so he decided that he would take a little detour and visit Georgie before going home. He’d get the truth out of her. He didn’t want James getting involved. 

The last thing he needed was to worry about his best friend anywhere near his baby sister.




***











Chapter 10




Olivia pulled the curtain around the stage and stood back to inspect her handiwork. A last minute cancellation had come through that morning and she’d immediately thought of King. 

It usually took quite a bit of juggling to get a two hour block of time to use the Masquerade Room, even on a weeknight. She supposed that was a blessing though. The room was becoming more popular with the patrons of the club and they actually had a waiting list for every weekend through the end of the summer. 

She was hit with a sudden case of nerves at the thought of being on stage in front of him. In the past she’d never wanted to dance for a lover, preferring to keep that part of her life separate. But with King, she felt like she could share every part of herself, from her fears to her most intense and intimate desires. He had a way of making her feel like anything they did together couldn’t be wrong. They’d gotten so close these past few weeks and she’d wanted to do something for him. 

More than that, she really wanted to seduce him. 

After she’d cried all over him during their last date, he’d been so sweet. They’d eaten Chinese food while watching the first few episodes of a new sitcom neither of them had ever seen. Afterward, he’d carried her to her room and made slow, sweet love to her. 

It was hard to believe sometimes that the man who handled her with such sensitivity and care was the same man who’d once made her work life a living hell. But as much as she appreciated how gentle and understanding he’d been, especially after telling him about her accident, she kind of wanted to push him a little.

Their passion had always been off the charts and she could just feel him holding himself back. Well, she didn’t want the watered down version of King. She wanted every part of him, including the dominant, wild, out of control aggressive lover he’d been in the beginning. 

Her phone vibrated in the pocket of the silk robe she wore. She pulled it out and read the message from Andrew, the head of security for Club VIP. King was here. By the time King entered a few minutes later, she was in position on the stage, her back to the pole. The music she’d chosen was playing at full volume. She’d even turned on the strobe lights and it lent a sultry almost seedy atmosphere to the setting. 

He wore the standard black eye mask provided outside of the room, as did she. She shivered as his eyes ran over her hungrily. 

“Is the room set up to your liking, Mr. Kingsley.”

His eyes flashed at her reference to how they’d originally met. “Actually I have a few suggestions.”

“Such as,” she taunted.

“Lose the robe.” 

She untied the sash around her waist and allowed the robe to slide down and pool around her feet, revealing her purple tasseled bra and thong. King settled on the couch directly facing the stage, his hands resting lightly on his knees. 

Olivia rolled her hips to the beat of the music and leaned back against the pole, using it to steady her as she gyrated. King’s hands clenched into fists when she wrapped one leg around the pole and leaned back, popping her hips like she was grinding against the metal. She used her ab muscles to pull herself upright in one long sensuous motion and then jumped, grabbing the pole and inverting herself as she swung around the pole slowly. The flashing colors of the strobe lights added to the surreal feeling, making Olivia feel like she was flying. Using the strength in her legs, she allowed herself to slide down to the floor and then flipped her legs over her head, until she was on all fours on the stage. 

She kept her eyes on King as she crawled slowly toward him. He was sitting all the way forward on the couch and looked like he was about two seconds away from falling off. She crooked her finger at him and he sprang forward. He hadn’t changed after work but he’d removed his suit jacket and she could clearly see how her performance had affected him. 

“Holy shit, Liv. That was amazing.”

She got up on her knees and hooked a finger underneath the knot of his tie, tugging him closer. He groaned and came down on top of her, his mouth grinding against hers roughly. She welcomed it, wanted him completely out of control. They rolled on the stage, pulling at each other’s clothes until she was topless and his shirt was hanging half off. King pulled back slightly and then yanked his shirt off the rest of the way. Olivia ran her hands over his chest and tugged at his belt. She giggled when he pushed her hands out of the way and almost ripped it off. 

“This is funny, is it Miss Reyes?”

She nodded but was no longer laughing when he turned her over so she was bent over the edge of the stage. He tugged at her thong, helping her step out of it. His hands tangled in her hair, pulling her back as he ground his erection against her ass. 

“Maybe I should spank you for teasing me,” he murmured. 

Olivia’s belly clenched and she could feel how wet she was by how her thighs were slipping against each other. When his fingers left her hair, she moaned softly then cried out when his mouth feathered over the skin on her ass. He spanked her right ass cheek and she bit her lip, tasting the sharp tang of blood. 

“Hold still. Don’t you dare move.”

She cried out when his tongue slicked over her clit, sucking gently. It was impossible to hold still while he slowly licked her to heaven but Olivia didn’t even care because every time he smacked her ass it just heightened the pleasure. By the time he returned to her clit, her orgasm unfurled in a slow, rolling wave of pleasure. When she emerged back to reality, she heard the rip of foil, then felt him enter her with a deep thrust. 

Gone was the hesitant, gentle lover she’d come to know. This was her arrogant, demanding bad King. 

In this position she was taking him deeper than before and the new angle hit spots that made her dizzy. He pulled her up, running his hands over her belly and the tips of her breasts, stimulating her in new and different ways. Olivia couldn’t keep up with all the ways he was touching her, his hands now on her hips, his lips on her ear, his thick cock stroking inside her. 

His fingers flexed on her hips as he came, shouting out his pleasure just as another orgasm rolled through her. For a long moment afterward they stayed just like that, motionless as the last aftershocks of release drained out of them both. Finally King kissed her on the side of the neck and pulled out gently. 

“You’re going to kill me. I’m getting too old for this.”

She chuckled, knowing he was only five years older than she was. Hardly an old man. 

“Should I take it easy on you, then?”

“Oh no. If I’m going to die, this is how I want to go. Strobe lights, pole dancing and all.”

Olivia hit him on the arm. “Now that’s the King I know.”

They dressed in comfortable silence. King managed to make his suit look presentable despite missing half the buttons on his shirt while Olivia changed back into the dress she’d worn to the club. She was glad she’d taken a previously booked time slot because it meant she didn’t have to clean the room herself. Club VIP staff would clean and rearrange the room just as if there had been a member event. 

“Let’s go home.”

It wasn’t until they were in the car that Olivia wondered what he’d meant by that. Her home? His home? She wasn’t sure what he meant since after all of their dates, he’d never slept over. She didn’t want to push him. It was a big step for someone like King and truthfully for her, too. 

In the car on the way home her phone vibrated in her purse. When she saw Georgie’s name, she glanced over at King. Since his eyes were fixed on the road, she right-swiped to read the text. 

- Is this a good night for me to visit VIP? 

Olivia bit her lip. She’d already warned security that she had a special guest who was going to visit the club and made sure she was on the all-access list. Andrew had agreed to keep an eye out and make sure that all the bouncers were aware that Georgie was a VIP. She wasn’t worried about her safety at all. 

But would King see it the same way when he found out? She wasn’t fooling herself that they’d be able to keep it a secret forever. 

Olivia sighed and sent a message to Andrew to give him a heads up and then texted Georgie back. 

- All clear. 

It made her feel so guilty to deceive King but she couldn’t imagine only having sex with one person ever. Had the girl even had an orgasm? That was no way to live. She was sure that King would understand once she explained everything. Who knew, maybe Georgie would visit one time and decide she hated it. 

Maybe King never had to know. 




*




Whenever King brought a woman to his place in the past, it usually wasn’t long before he found their company exhausting. They’d ask too many questions or make themselves a little too comfortable. It was why he’d never had a live-in girlfriend. He didn’t figure there was any point since he would inevitably reach that point when he wanted his space. 

With Olivia, that moment never came. 

She’d been subdued when they first arrived at his place. There were times he got the sense she was uncomfortable with his wealth. Downstairs in the garage he’d noticed her staring at the Bentley. It wasn’t something he knew how to address. Usually he was trying to fend off women who wanted to know more about what he was worth but with Olivia, the things that mattered to her were emotional not monetary. 

It was something he’d have to keep an eye on but once they got upstairs she was back to her usual happy self. 

“Hungry, baby?”

“Actually I am. We worked up quite an appetite.” 

He chuckled and pulled out the menu for the local Italian place. Olivia loved Italian food as much as he did. He ordered baked ziti, lasagna and a new risotto dish just because. The food arrived quickly and they ate at the small dining table he rarely used. 

Afterward, Olivia stretched out on the couch. He sat next to her and pulled her slender feet onto his lap. It seemed like such a natural thing to have her here while the day wound down, her musical laugh accompanying his favorite late night sitcom. She fit so fluidly into his life, as if she’d always been there. 

The more he had of her, the more he wanted. He was coming to realize that it would probably always be that way. She was a complicated, loving, exasperating woman and no matter how long he knew her, he’d never have time to undercover the many facets of who she was. Olivia Reyes was a puzzle he’d never solve. One he never wanted to solve. He enjoyed being surprised by her everyday. 

“Stay.”

She glanced over at him and raised her eyebrows in confusion. 

He cleared his throat. “Will you stay with me tonight?”

She didn’t ask why now or show any outward sign that she recognized this was a huge step for him. He braced himself for her to make a big deal out of it or for her to suddenly want to talk about things. But Olivia just leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. 

“Okay.”

And that was when Thane Kingsley IV knew he was in serious trouble.




***











Chapter 11




Olivia woke feeling like there was something she was forgetting. Then she opened her eyes and realized why. She wasn’t at home. She was at King’s place. 

It shouldn’t feel so validating that he’d wanted her to sleep over. 

Seeing someone at night was a bigger deal than most people gave it credit for. When you were tired, you were at your most vulnerable. The makeup came off, the comfy clothes went on and your guard went down. You could tell a lot about a person by the way they shared their bed. 

King was a cuddler.

Olivia smiled into her pillow. She didn’t think he was awake yet because his arm was still securely wrapped around her waist and she could feel the even rhythm of his chest rising and falling at her back. This was perfect, to wake warm and safe all wrapped up like she was his most precious treasure. Even if it wasn’t true, she was going to wallow in the moment for just a little longer. Until reality woke them both up.

Unfortunately, her plans to wallow were trumped by her intense need for the bathroom. Carefully extricating herself from his arms, she tiptoed to the door on the other side of the room. After taking care of business, she washed her hands, brushed her teeth and splashed her face with water. She was all for reality but no one needed to see her with her zombie face on. 

When she opened the door, King was sitting up in bed. 

“Hey, I hope I didn’t wake you.”

The morning light illuminated the room and somehow, King looked even better first thing in the morning. The sheet had slipped low on his waist putting his spectacular chest on display. With his lean muscles, arrogant smirk and just-fucked dark hair going in every direction, he looked like a billboard advertising bad decisions.

Olivia regretted nothing.

She climbed back in bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. “I was planning on getting back in bed and being very lazy this morning.”

It occurred to her then that even though he’d invited her to sleep over, he might have other plans for today. She didn’t want to ever be that girl, the one who couldn’t take a hint and overstayed her welcome. 

She sat up and ran a hand through her hair. “But now that I’m awake, I should probably get going. There’s a million things I need to do today.”

She could feel his eyes on her as she climbed out of bed and leaned down to grab the dress she’d worn the night before. It was all smashed and wrinkled but it would have to do. She didn’t even care who saw her. 

It was doubtful she was the first girl to do the walk of shame out of this building. 

King leaned over and snatched the dress out of her hands.

“What are you doing?”

He threw it over his shoulder and then grabbed her around the waist, twisting them so they fell together on top of the covers. 

“I’m making sure you don’t have anything to wear. Then you have to stay with me.”

“So you’re keeping me prisoner, now?” 

He kissed her all over her face until her stomach hurt from laughing. She would have never guessed that he was so playful in the morning. 

“I would love to keep you prisoner but I’m hungry. So maybe we can play pirate after we go out for breakfast.”

Olivia frowned. She hadn’t expected to go out for breakfast. They’d just ordered out last night. It was a small thing but if they were going to give it a shot, she was going to have to accept that he was insanely wealthy. It made her uncomfortable but it wasn’t going to change. He was used to pressing a button and having exactly what he wanted delivered. He was used to paying people to do things for him. 

He’d toned down his arrogance a lot since they’d been together but it would likely always be a part of him. She didn’t believe in changing a man, you either loved him as he already was or not at all. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be a good influence on him. 

“Why don’t I cook us breakfast? It’s faster which means we can come back to bed faster.” She squealed when he leaned down to blow kisses on her belly.

“That sounds amazing. I can’t cook otherwise I’d help. But it’s probably best for everyone’s safety if I stay out of the kitchen.”

She walked over to the other side of the bed and retrieved her dress. After yanking it over her head, she winked at him.

“Uh huh. That sounds like a really convenient excuse to get out of doing any work. But I’ll let you slide this time.” 

“Just–” King stopped when his phone rang. They both looked around trying to identify where it was coming from. Olivia eventually found it in the closet in the pocket of his suit jacket but the call had already gone to voicemail. 

“Thank you, angel. It’s probably just my parents or something.”

She kissed him on the forehead. “You handle that and then come out to the kitchen when you’re ready. I plan on eating fast.”

His laugh followed her as she left the room.




*




When King saw that he had fifteen missed calls, his brain immediately went into crisis mode. Not that many people had his personal cell phone number and none of them were stupid enough to blow up his phone without good cause. 

His worry lessened only slightly when he saw that all of the calls were from James. He sighed. The deal they’d been working on must have hit a snag. Over the past few weeks he’d delegated more and more work to James and his friend had covered for him. However, he couldn’t continue to live in his Olivia-bubble forever. 

Especially if something had gone wrong with the AliCorp deal. 

“James. What’s up?”

“I need you to promise that you won’t lose it.”

King wasn’t in the mood for games. James had a tendency to make every situation into a fire. He usually just let him talk and get it out of his system but he usually didn’t have a beautiful woman in his kitchen cooking him breakfast. If it was a competition between his friend’s weekly bitch session and eating breakfast with Olivia, there was no contest.

“Just tell me what the hell is going on?”

James groaned. “It’s about Georgie.”

“What do you mean? Is she okay? Where is she?” 

King could hear the growl in his own voice. Damn it, he’d been so self-involved lately that he hadn’t pushed his sister to tell him what was wrong. If something had happened to her because he was so wrapped up in Olivia he would never forgive himself. 

“She’s fine and she’s at home, now.”

There was a curious emphasis on the last word that caught King’s attention. “What do you mean now? Where was she before?”

James sighed. “I found her wandering around Club VIP. I almost didn’t recognize her at first. She was dressed… differently.”

King couldn’t hear anything after that, the blood rushing to his head so fast he had an instant headache. His sister had been at Club VIP? Not only did that introduce mental images that made him want to bleach his brain but it also made him wonder how the hell she’d known about the club? Was it possible that Georgie had followed him there? It was too big of a coincidence to be believed.

He bent over and put his head between his knees. Had his sister paid for a membership to Club VIP also? She’d come into her trust fund once she hit twenty-one so she could definitely afford it. Or was this done at her fiance’s request? 

King ground his teeth. 

Was the bastard forcing his sister to accompany him while he looked at strippers? He knew it was contradictory since he and James frequented the club but he’d never claimed to be a good guy. He sure as hell didn’t want his sister with a guy like him. She deserved way better than that. 

“I’m going to kill Alex,” he snapped into the phone. “Find that fucker and let me know where he is.”

“Um, King? Alex wasn’t with her. Not that I saw anyway. It was just Georgie. Wandering around the Fantasy Room wearing this low-cut–”

“James!”

“Sorry. I didn’t… Whatever, the point is that she was there alone. I don’t think Alex knows anything about this because she asked me not to tell anyone. She definitely didn’t want me to tell you.”

“Of course she didn’t want you to tell me because she knows she shouldn’t have been there! Look, I’ll take care of everything. I’ll talk to Georgie and find out what the hell is going on. She probably saw us going there or heard something about it and didn’t know what kind of place it was.”

“Right. But I just have one question,” James interjected, catching King right before he would have hung up. In his mind, now that he understood the problem, he was ready to tackle the solution. Number one on his list, procure a chastity belt to keep his little sister safe from the perverts of the world. 

“What’s that?”

“When I first found her, she kept saying it was okay because Olivia knew she was there. She was three sheets to the wind so I could only understand half of what she was saying. But I’m still not sure what that means. Who the hell is Olivia?”

King’s mouth fell open. “She said Olivia told her about the club?”

“Yeah, I guess. That’s what it sounded like. Who is that anyway?”

“Fuck!” 

King almost threw the phone. All this time he’d assumed that Olivia was so different, that she wasn’t the type to scheme or plot. Now he found out that the entire time she’d been cozying up to his sister and worse, pulling her into things that Georgie was in no way equipped to handle. 

If she thought that being BFFs with his sister was the way to get him to settle down then she’d miscalculated. 

“Do you remember that night at Club VIP? When I said that I’d found my bride?”

“Wait, you actually went through with that?”

James didn’t say anything but King could just imagine what he was thinking. That King had been led around by the nose by a woman who was probably manipulating him and his sister. 

The thought sent his blood pressure through the roof.

“So she’s the reason you’ve been so distracted lately?” James didn’t bother to conceal his annoyance. 

“Yes, James. This is what we need to worry about right now, that I’ve been fucking a stripper hoping to piss off my parents.” Sarcasm dripped from his voice. “Look, I’ll take care of this. This is my problem. But there’s no way I’m going to have Georgie’s reputation ruined because someone sees her at some trashy club.”

“Got it. But King don’t expect Georgie to be happy to see you. She was pretty pissed when I pulled her out of there last night.”

“I bet she was.”

King looked up and his fingers clenched around the phone. Olivia stood in the doorway, a spatula in her hand and devastation written across her face.

“James, I have to go.” 

He hung up but didn’t move otherwise. There was no reason to ask how much she’d heard because her face told the whole story. Regret wrapped him up like a hand around his throat but just as quickly he pushed the sensation away. She was the one who’d lied and schemed behind his back.

He looked away. Olivia’s soft sniffle carried across the room to where he sat as if he was right next to her. 

“Your eggs are ready.” She dropped the spatula that she held and left the room.

King didn’t move when she walked away. He held still as the front door slammed. He didn’t even move when his phone rang again about ten minutes later. 

He stayed in that position for a long time, trying in vain to feel anything at all.
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Chapter 12




For the next few days, Olivia went about her regular routine as if nothing had changed. She went to work, she went to the gym and she came home and went to bed. Even when a member complained because she’d taken down the wrong theme for their event, Olivia couldn’t muster the energy to care. 

Her emotions had just shut down completely. She was scared to care about anything because then her heart would have to accept that she was in love with an asshole. 

As she walked into the elevator at Club VIP, she took a deep breath. What the hell was she supposed to do now? It hurt so much to find out that King was using her as… what? A chance to see if Latina girls were as spicy as he’d heard? Slumming it with a girl he saw as no better than “the help”?

How could she have been so utterly wrong about him?

Then there was the matter of Bennett. He’d left her a message confirming that he’d see her that weekend for the Mentor Science award ceremony. In the midst of everything that had happened, she’d totally forgotten about it. 

That was probably a blessing in disguise. She’d been so stupidly in love with King that she would have canceled her date with Bennett if she’d remembered. Even though she would never be the kind of woman who ditched her friends just because she had a boyfriend, she wouldn’t have felt right going to the dinner with Bennett if she was seriously involved with someone. Now it didn’t matter. 

She should be happy. Now that King had shown his true colors, she could focus on her date with Bennett, the perfect guy. But how could she when she couldn’t stop thinking about Mr. Totally Wrong for Her? 

Olivia stopped in front of the doors leading to the street. What was the point of even going home right now? She might as well hang out a little longer, maybe have a drink. She doubled back and used her access key to take the elevator to the third floor of the club. Reagon nodded from behind the bar as she walked up. Even though she was one of their long-time managers, she regularly filled in to give her bartenders a break. 

Olivia secretly thought she liked the attention being behind the bar brought her. The redhead woman had to know she was a knockout. 

“Hey, Reagon. Can I have a gin and tonic?”

Reagon raised her eyebrows. “Hitting it hard tonight, huh?”

She laughed. The bartender was used to making her girly drinks or giving her the virgin type of cocktail. But tonight, Olivia needed something a little stronger. She didn’t mind grabbing a cab to get home.

“It’s been that kind of week.”

She watched as Reagon mixed the drink and pushed it across the bar toward her. 

“Let me get whatever she’s having,” a voice declared over her shoulder. 

Olivia turned and then smiled genuinely at her partner, Serena. The pretty brunette was always so bubbly. Even though she was an accountant, she’d had the idea to bring a Strippers for Beginners series of classes to the club that was really fun. 

“It’s good to see you out! You’ve been scarce lately.” Serena gave her a quick, one-armed hug. 

“Yeah, I’ve been busy.”

“What?”

She had to repeat herself twice before Serena heard her over the music pulsing through the speakers. 

“Your friend Georgie came to observe one of the cardio striptease classes. She’s a sweetie.”

Just like that Olivia was slammed back into Mr. Totally Wrong for Her territory. She’d just wanted to get a drink and forget about him but it seemed like no matter where she went, he found a way to follow her. Her apartment, her work, her bed, her dreams. Nowhere was safe. Worse, in the past few weeks she’d come to rely on his steady presence. For the first time in years, she’d felt like she had someone to lean on. It hurt almost more than her pride to lose that. 

“Oh, Serena everything is so messed up. I fell for a member and I really thought we had something. I haven’t had a boyfriend in so long but there was something so different about King. Even though I know he doesn’t respect me at all, I still can’t stop thinking about him. What do I do?”

Serena leaned closer and yelled over the music. “What did you say?”

She sighed. Was this really what she’d been reduced to? Serena was really nice and would have no problem giving her a shoulder to cry on if she needed one but she didn’t know her that well. Had she really been reduced to dumping her problems on whoever happened to be sitting close by? This wasn’t the place to have a deep conversation anyway. People didn’t come to The Martini Room for deep thoughts. They came to forget their troubles. 

Olivia plastered on a fake smile and raised her drink in Serena’s direction. “Nothing worth repeating.”

Serena laughed at something Reagon said and Olivia wished this was a day that Elle was scheduled to visit the club. Her friend was a silent partner for a reason and due to her father’s political career no one else at the club even knew her by her real name. They all knew her as Tess. 

Whatever name she chose to go under, Olivia could have used a friend just then. Sure, she could always call her but this wasn’t the kind of thing she wanted to explain over the phone. This was the kind of problem that required an in-person girl power bitch session. But over the years as she’d worked single-mindedly toward her goal of financial independence, everything else in her life had taken a backseat, including friendships. The people she saw the most these days were her partners, her employees and… King. 

As Olivia sipped her drink, she watched the people gyrating on the dance floor and felt how truly alone she really was. 




*




King had learned long ago that the best time to attack wasn’t when your opponent was expecting it. So he waited a few days before he went to see Georgie. It wasn’t like he didn’t have plenty to keep him busy. Reviewing the financials for the last quarter, handling a crisis with one of their top-tier investors and basically catching up on all the work he’d been ignoring the last few weeks while he’d been so mentally absent.

At the thought of Olivia, his hands tensed on the steering wheel. He parked in the drive in front of Kingsley Manor and got out. He’d called ahead so Jenner opened the door before he even hit the steps. 

“Your father’s waiting for you in his office, sir.”

He nodded to the older man and watched as he ambled back toward the kitchen. The elderly woman who’d been in residence while he was growing up had retired not long after he entered college and moved to live closer to her grandchildren. Jenner had been hired after he was already an adult so they had a more distant relationship. It had never bothered him until recently that he knew so little about someone who lived on his parents’ property. But now, it seemed wrong that he’d never thought about it. He didn’t know any of the maids’ names either. Olivia would have said he was being a typical elitist. His lips twitched at the thought. 

Then his heart clenched as it hit him anew that it didn’t matter what Olivia thought now. 

His father’s office was on the main level in the East wing of the house. Thane looked up when he entered the office. 

“King. I was surprised when you called.” 

He stood and came from behind the desk, motioning to the leather club chairs in the middle of the room. 

“Have a seat. Tell me what’s going on. Does this have anything to do with how Georgie’s been moping around these past few days?”

They sat and King waved his hand to decline when his father asked if he wanted a drink. 

“I’m here to check on her. I think she might have just partied a little too hard or something.” 

He’d debated how much to tell his parents. If he was a father he wouldn’t appreciate being kept in the dark about what was going on but these types of situations were best if contained. The less people who knew the better. Plus, there were some things a man didn’t need to know about his daughter. As her older brother he was already permanently traumatized by the idea of her having sex. He didn’t need to share that pain with his father. 

His father sighed. The lines around his face were more pronounced and he looked tired. King realized he was looking at his own face in thirty years. 

“That much was evident. She was brought home by James and appeared to have been drinking heavily. I’m not sure what’s going on with that girl. I’m starting to think that encouraging her to marry Alex was the wrong move. Things were different back in our day. You got married to someone that your parents approved of and you had kids of your own. You tried not to fuck them up too badly. But the more time passes, the less confidence I have in the job your mother and I did. You kids don’t seem to be adjusting to life on your own too well.”

Shocked, King leaned back in his chair. “Dad, you don’t mean that.”

“I do. Colin barely has the motivation to get out of bed each day. Your sister seems to have no backbone and just wants to please everyone. Then there’s you. I worry about you most.” 

“Why would you worry about me more than the others? I’m the only one who has a job! I’ve worked every day of my life to prove myself to you and it’s never enough.” 

“Exactly. You work every day of your life and seem to live for that and nothing else. Colin is unmotivated but that can be fixed when he finds something that excites him. Your sister is a pleaser but eventually she’ll find herself and decide what she wants to stand for. But you, I don’t know how to help someone who doesn’t want to care about anything.”

The anger that had risen so quickly drained out of King just as fast. Everything his father had said reflected what he’d come to feel as well. He worked hard every day but it no longer brought him any joy. His joy had been the time he’d spent with Olivia learning how not to take himself so seriously.

“Maybe you’re right.”

His father looked surprised by the admission but he put a steadying hand on King’s shoulder. “If you need to talk, I hope you know that I’m here.”

“I do. Thanks, Dad. I’m going to go check on Georgie.”

His father didn’t press him. “Good. I’ve always been glad you two are so close. So you can tell her that vase she knocked over when she stumbled in was a Ming. Your mother was pissed.”

As King left the office his dad was still chuckling.

His sister had moved to a different room after she returned from college, one of the guest suites in the opposite wing from where his parents were. He knocked lightly on her door and as soon as it opened, stuck his foot in the crack so she couldn’t slam it once she realized it was him.

Growing up with her gave him an advantage. He already knew all her defensive maneuvers.

“Go away, King. I really don’t want to talk to you.”

“When has that ever worked with me?”

Georgie rolled her eyes and then stepped aside. She closed the door behind him and then walked back to the couch in the middle of the sitting room. A cup of coffee and a magazine were on the table before her. He could hear the blare of the television coming from the direction of her bedroom. 

“Are you okay?”

She sat back down and took a leisurely sip of her coffee. 

“Oh no, I’m not okay. Just the idea of sex was too much for my feeble brain to handle. Surely I need a fainting couch to recover from the shock!”

King ignored her caustic tone. “This is serious, Georgie. What if someone had seen you? That isn’t the kind of place for someone like you, kid. People are doing things that–”

“People are doing things that are completely consensual and having a great time while doing it. Maybe I wanted to find out what that was about before I get married. Or maybe I was scouting locations for my bachelorette party. It doesn’t really matter why I was there, King. Because either way it’s no one’s damned business!”

King sat on the couch next to her and regarded his sister with new eyes. Completely uncowed by the situation, she seemed more upset about the invasion of her privacy than by anything she’d seen at Club VIP. 

“I’m not sure what to say. You’re right. Maybe it’s time I realize my baby sister isn’t a baby anymore. But that doesn’t mean I like the way this went down. And I really don’t like James seeing you like that.”

“You’re not the only one. God that guy needs to remove the stick from his ass. Or maybe that’s why he was at Club VIP. Maybe he likes having something in his ass. I’m not judging.”

King choked back a laugh, completely taken off guard by this side of his sister. “Christ, Georgie.”

She shrugged. “What? He dragged me out of there like he had some right. He isn’t my daddy or my boyfriend so who the hell does he think he is?”

“Well, whatever the case I’m glad he did. I still can’t believe Olivia took you there without telling me.”

Georgie slowly lowered her cup. “Oh no. Tell me you didn’t screw things up with Olivia.”

“Screw things up? She brought you to a sex club, Georgie! That is so far out of bounds I don’t even know where the lines are anymore. Girls have tried to buddy up to you before to get on my good side. You know I hate that. It’s so manipulative.”

Georgie smacked her forehead with her hand. 

“I can’t even believe you sometimes, King. Olivia didn’t buddy up to me. I went to her. I asked her to help me with a very sensitive thing and she did it, even though she really didn’t want to.”

“What are you talking about?”

She suddenly couldn’t look at him and her cheeks turned bright red. “Something personal.”

“This is going to make me want to throw up, isn’t it?”

“Real mature. Look, you don’t need to know the details but I wanted to go to Club VIP and if Olivia hadn’t helped me, I would have just gone somewhere else. I think she wanted me where she could make sure I was safe.”

He stood, his mind awash with the memories of his last moments with Olivia. She had looked so hurt, and suddenly he felt her pain as if it was his own. The things he’d said… How the hell could he ever make up for the things he’d said? After hearing her story and observing how hard she’d worked to stand on her own two feet he’d blasted her as being “just a stripper” and called her club “trashy”. 

She’d never said a word in her own defense even though she could have easily thrown Georgie under the bus. Instead she’d kept his sister’s secret, even when it would have been to her benefit to tell him the whole story. 

In short, she’d been the same big-hearted, loving Olivia and he’d been the same arrogant, bad-tempered King. 

“How do I fix this?” he asked without preamble. 

Georgie didn’t look too hopeful. “You might not be able to fix this. Women are like glass. Strong on the surface but easily shattered.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“It wasn’t meant to. If you want her, then you’d better be prepared to do the work. She’s worth it, King. She could have easily tattled on me to get on your good side but she didn’t. Olivia is the real deal.” She stood and kissed him on the cheek. “Good luck, big brother. You’re a jerk sometimes but your heart is in the right place.”

“Thanks, I think.”

“Oh and by the way. Tell James that I owe him a nut punch.”

King was laughing by the time he left but his mind was already formulating a plan. He’d hurt Olivia and he could only hope that she would give him a chance to show her how sorry he was.
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Chapter 13




Olivia watched as her best friend stammered through a greeting with the head of the Mentor Science program. As promised, she’d been by his side all night and helped to carry conversations when Bennett got awkward. Surprisingly, it hadn’t happened as often as she’d expected. 

Her best friend was a changed man.

She observed him with new eyes. He was handsome in a perfectly fitted taupe suit that brought out the green in his hazel eyes. Bennett came from a multi-racial family just like she did and tanned heavily in the summers. His pale skin was burnished a darker golden tone than she was used to and his usually unruly curly hair was tamed with… was that gel? Bennett was using hair product now? 

Her best friend was pretty hot. 

It was so weird to see him like this and under different circumstances it would have made Olivia happy. For years she’d thought that she and Bennett would make a good match except for their lack of sexual chemistry so it should have been a pleasant shock that her bestie had a different side in him. There was just one problem. 

She was miserable. 

You don’t owe him anything. She repeated it over and over inside her head, hoping it would eventually sink in. It felt like she was betraying King. Her heart hadn’t accepted that he wasn’t hers anymore and truthfully, never had been. 

Clearly she’d been fooling herself the entire time.

“Are you okay, Boo?”

Olivia glanced at Bennett who watched her with perceptive eyes. Even though she’d been smiling and laughing all night, he’d picked up on her subdued mood. She shook her head. This was their night. They hadn’t had as much time to visit each other over the past year and she’d missed him. She wasn’t going to let thoughts of King ruin her chance to catch up with the one man who’d never let her down.

“I’m going to be fine. Tell me about what’s new with your family. I haven’t seen everyone since Nick’s wedding.”

Over the next hour, he showed her pictures of his adorable nephews and his newest niece, who Olivia still hadn’t met. She even managed to get Bennett on the dance floor. His oldest brother was a well-known music producer so he’d shown her the new dances that he’d learned from watching one of Jackson’s music videos. Olivia had never laughed so hard in her life watching her brainy best friend attempt to do something he called “The Dot”. 

She was quite sure he’d gotten the name wrong but it didn’t even matter. He was willing to humiliate himself to make her smile and by the time she caught her breath, she made a decision. There was never going to be another man who loved her more than Bennett Alexander. 

It was time to stop thinking about the man who’d hurt her and focus on the man who’d done nothing but love her. 

“Let’s take a walk. It’s nice outside this evening.”

Bennett looked confused but accepted the hand she held out. “Sure. The Director mentioned that the gardens in this hotel are exceptional. I’d love to see what kind of plants they used.”

They crossed the ballroom and emerged through a set of double doors onto a stone walkway. Olivia gasped. The gardens had been styled into a maze, the hedges trimmed to form short walls. Lights sparkled in the bushes giving it a magical feeling. 

“This is beautiful.”

Bennett walked up to the bush and peered at the leaves. “Interesting. I was expecting Boxwoods but it appears they’ve gone with American Arborvitae.”

Olivia grasped his hand. If she didn’t rein him in he might end up on the ground to see what the soil felt like or something. 

“Bennett. I wanted to say thank you for bringing me with you tonight. This has been a lot of fun. I’ve missed just hanging out with you.”

“I’ve missed hanging out with you, too.” He pushed his glasses up absently. That had always been one of his nervous tells. 

He was such a sweetheart, that he’d be nervous around her after everything they’d been through. He’d seen her at her very worst, after all. But that was Bennett. 

At that moment, she decided to just go for it. She’d never know for sure if they could have worked out unless she made a move. He wasn’t going to do it. It wasn’t Bennett’s style to be aggressive. So just like when they were young, she would do it for him.

She grabbed him by the lapels and kissed him. 

Olivia closed her eyes and stood on her toes since he was so much taller. His lips were soft and his shoulders were broader than she’d thought as she stretched her arms around his neck. But even though he was tall and handsome and loved her, it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t the one she imagined when she closed her eyes. 

He wasn’t King. 

Finally Olivia realized that Bennett was as rigid as a statue. Not only was he not kissing her back but he might not have even been breathing.

“Bennett? Take a breath.”

He gasped audibly and his arms came up to hold hers. 

She bit her lip. “You didn’t feel anything either, did you?”

He suddenly looked relieved. Olivia would have laughed if he hadn’t looked so genuinely distressed. 

“No, I didn’t. I’m sorry. I would never want to hurt your feelings, Boo.” 

“You didn’t. I’m in love with someone else. But I wanted it to be you. Stupid, huh?”

“No, it’s not stupid. You’re one of the smartest people I know.” 

“There’s no way that’s true. You’re surrounded by literal geniuses all the time.”

“Understanding science isn’t the only way to be intelligent. For years, you’ve been the one person I could count on to accept me as I am. You’re that person for a lot of people, Livvy. Somehow you know how to be a great friend to everyone in your life. Which seems pretty smart to me.” 

Suddenly she was overcome with affection for him. Over the years, through thick and thin, he’d been there. Despite having issues with her father, Olivia had never thought all men were bad. How could she when she had one of the best men out there in her corner?

“God, I love you so much, you know that?”

“I love you, too. I always will.” Bennett squeezed her arms again and then kissed her on the forehead. They stayed just like that for a little while and Olivia tried not to cry when she understood what he was really saying. Suddenly his relief made total sense. Bennett was in love with someone else, too. No matter how much he loved her, someone else was his top priority now. Which was as it should be. 

“Go. I can take a cab home.”

She could see that he was reluctant to leave her but just because she’d had the bad taste to fall for the wrong guy, didn’t mean she wanted Bennett to ruin a good thing. If he’d found someone who understood him, she wanted that for him. He deserved love. 

“I’ll be fine. And someday soon, I want to meet her.”

He blushed. “I just hope she hasn’t changed her mind about me.”

She watched him leave and then took a seat on one of the benches, watching the lights twinkle on the hedges. 

“Goodbye my friend,” she whispered. 




*




King had officially hit stalker status. 

It had taken him a few days to get up his nerve to talk to Olivia and once he’d finally decided on the appropriate level of groveling, he’d parked outside of her place only to see her come outside and greet that guy. 

He scowled as he glanced across the room to where Olivia was dancing with him. He was a nerdy-looking guy who danced like he had no concept of rhythm. It hadn’t even been a week and she’d already replaced him? Not that he could really blame her. Of course after dealing with him she’d probably wanted a guy who was actually nice. But seriously, did she think a guy who looked like the human equivalent of skim milk could satisfy her? 

Unaware of his torment, Olivia threw her head back and laughed, completely at ease with his glasses-wearing rival. 

Skim milk could make her laugh, apparently. Damn it. 

When they walked through the doors leading outside, King followed at a discreet distance. He couldn’t just barge out there. After the way he’d spoken to Olivia he wouldn’t be surprised if she never wanted to talk to him again. He needed to approach her carefully. 

Then someone else opened the doors and his heart dropped. Olivia had her arms around the guy’s neck and was kissing him passionately. 

He closed his eyes. It looked like she was fully committed to moving on from him. He walked to the bar and ordered a drink. His plan was going to require some adjustments. As crazy as it made him to see Olivia wrapped around some other guy, he wasn’t giving up. He’d never been as lost as he’d been this past week. They hadn’t been together long but he didn’t need more time to see the obvious. She made his life better. She made him better. 

He was an asshole and he’d messed up. But he was hoping that she’d felt something for him, too. If there was any chance she was willing to forgive him, he had to try. 

He paused with his drink in his hand when he saw nerd boy come in.

Alone. 

Where the hell was Olivia?

He watched as the guy left the ballroom. Maybe he was pulling up the car. This might be his only chance to talk to Olivia alone.

He stuffed a twenty in the tip jar for the bartender and rose. From the signs in the entryway, this was some kind of award ceremony but he couldn’t figure out what industry it was for. Most of the attendees seemed like the serious type so he wondered if it was some sort of academic function. 

When he stepped outside, Olivia looked up. She was sitting on a bench right in front of the doors. 

She laughed bitterly. “Of course you’re here. What do you want? Another chance to slum it with a dirty stripper?”

Although her tone was angry, King didn’t miss the genuine hurt in her voice. “I don’t know what you heard…”

“Yes, you do. You know exactly what I heard.”

Caught, King told himself that it was time to lay it all out there. Because she was right. If he was going to apologize, it couldn’t be a half-hearted effort. He had to own all his shit and put the blame where it belonged. Squarely on his shoulders.

“You’re right. I know exactly what you heard. Me and my equally idiotic best friend talking about you like another business deal.”

She crossed her arms. “Well, at least you admit it.”

“I do. That’s exactly how I’ve always thought of relationships. Something that I had to accomplish to make my parents happy. Or to piss them off. Or to keep control of the family empire. That’s what happened that night at Club VIP. My father had forced me into a corner and I thought, you know what, I’ll really stick it to the old man. I’ll bring home someone that’ll shame and embarrass them. I’ll make them sorry they ever tried to marry me off. But then something insane happened.”

He sat on the bench next to her. She scooted over so their legs wouldn’t touch. 

“The girl I brought home to embarrass them, charmed them. The girl I was stupid enough to think was beneath me, taught me what it meant to be happy.”

She swiped at her face but still wouldn’t look at him. He realized in that moment just how deeply he’d hurt her.

“Everything I thought I was so sure about turned out to be completely false. And in the midst of all of that, I fell in love with you.”

Olivia scoffed. 

“You don’t get to say that to me. This is not love. You don’t talk about someone you love like that. I told you things I’ve never told anyone. And you were judging me the whole time.”

A curl had escaped from her low bun and his fingers itched to push it back behind her ear. It felt like it had been years since he’d touched her. He wished he could go back and do so many things differently but he’d especially cherish those last moments before he’d shattered the trust between them. You never think your last moments with someone will the last ones you have. 

“You’re right. This is not how you treat someone you love. You don’t treat her badly and then think that just an I’m sorry is enough. Then you don’t follow her like a stalker and watch while she’s kissing another man.”

Olivia didn’t even smile. 

“I want you to go, King. If you care about me like you say you do, then you’ll give me some time. I’m not sure I can forget the things you said so easily.”

He stood, wishing there was something else he could say. But in the end, all he could do was respect her wishes. His biggest mistake before had been reacting out of anger and not trusting her. 

If they were ever going to have a chance, he had to be willing to do what Georgie had said. Put in the work. 

“I’m going to leave because it’s what you want. But that doesn’t mean I’m giving up.”

As he walked away, he thought he heard her whisper, “I hope you don’t.”




***











Chapter 14




For the next week, Olivia took the vacation days that she’d been saving up. It had been over a year since she’d taken off more than a few days at a time. It was strange not to go to the club everyday and not as relaxing as she’d thought it would be. Without work to distract her, it gave her nothing but time to reflect on just how empty her life was. 

The anger had numbed her at first. She’d been so awash in hurt and pain thinking about the things King had said that she hadn’t had a chance to reflect on the hole he’d left in her life. But now that the shock and anger had faded with a little time, it was evident in the little things. 

Whenever she saw something weird she wanted to call and tell him about it. When she had a great idea for the Club, he was the one she wanted to share it with. When she was sad or missed her mother, his arms were the ones she wanted to hold her. 

Over the past month she’d gotten used to him being there as her sounding board, confidante and comfort. 

She missed him. How stupid was that? He was the only man who’d ever torn her heart out and she missed him. 

The doorbell rang and Olivia stood. She’d been in the house for four days straight and was starting to forget what fresh air felt like. This wasn’t healthy. She’d asked for space from King and he’d respected that but now she was starting to wish he hadn’t suddenly decided to listen. 

When she opened the door, she jumped back at the explosion of flowers before her. A kaleidoscope of colors, the bouquet was so huge that she couldn’t even see the guy holding them. That was probably a good thing since she was only wearing a long t-shirt and her hair was up in a ratty bun. 

“Delivery for Miss Olivia Reyes?”

“Yes, that’s me. Here I’ll just take these.” She managed to wrap her hands around the vase and then deposited it carefully on the entryway table. 

The delivery man held out his clipboard so she could sign. After he left, she searched through the huge bouquet looking for a card, strangely let down when she didn’t find one. Not that there was any doubt who they were from. She shook her head. Only King would send her such a ridiculous bouquet. He never did anything in half-measures. 

Even hurting her. He’d hit right at the heart of her deepest insecurities and it had torn her up.

The doorbell rang again. When she opened it, King looked up. He was wearing his usual suit but for some reason, he held a pair of boxing gloves.

“May I come in?”

She stepped back so he could come inside. He smiled when he saw the huge bouquet. Then he turned to her and held out the gloves. 

“These are for you.” 

Confused, Olivia accepted them. “Boxing gloves?”

“Yeah. I hit below the belt and now you can, too. Go ahead. Take your best shot. Georgie told me that both James and I deserve a nut punch for how we’ve behaved.”

It was so ridiculous, so King, that Olivia was startled into laughing.

“Well, at least you’re laughing this time. I’d rather see that than tears. I never want to see that again.” He ran his hands over his hair. 

For the first time Olivia took a close look at him. The bags under his eyes were darker and more pronounced and he sported what looked like three days worth of stubble on his face. She’d never seen him like this.

“You look like shit,” she whispered.

“That’s better than how I feel. I hurt the only woman I’ve ever cared about.”

“You did. Hurt me, I mean.” She put the boxing gloves down on the table next to the flowers. “But I realized something this past week.”

“What did you realize, baby?”

Her heart fluttered a little at the endearment. 

“For a long time, I never cared what anyone thought of me. I did what I needed to do and I didn’t look back. After years of trying to gain my father’s approval, I realized his love came with conditions. He believes in sin but not forgiveness. So I stopped trying and relied only on myself. I built everything I have on my own.”

“And you should be proud of that. I had no right to talk about you or the club that way. I was such an idiot.”

“Yeah, you were. But I realized that the only reason it hurt so much is because I care about what you think of me. I care about you.”

He pulled her into his arms and she finally stopped resisting. He held her face between his hands gently and kissed all over her face. 

“I’m so sorry, Olivia. Forgive me. I’m not so good at this love thing. It’s never happened before.”

She bit her lip. “You love me? When you said it before I didn’t want to believe it.”

“I. Love. You.” Each word was punctuated by a kiss and every single kiss punched straight through to her heart.

“I love you too, King. Even when I don’t like you very much.” 

He cut off her words with a kiss on her mouth and suddenly their hands were everywhere, frantically caressing and yanking at their clothes. Yes, Olivia thought. She wanted him all over her. Wanted to be as close to him as she could physically get. They walked backward, their mouths still connected until they landed on the couch. 

“Hurry,” she whispered and he moaned against her lips. 

He felt it too, this urgency to seal their emotional connection with a physical one. She loved him and he loved her. All the hurt, the pain and the apologies seemed not to matter now that they were together again. He’d hurt her but forgiveness was something she was intimately acquainted with since she’d worked so hard to gain it herself. 

He pushed his pants down and her t-shirt up. When he thrust into her, her head fell back and she closed her eyes, savoring having him back where he belonged. He rested his forehead against hers, not moving, just breathing with her. 

“Don’t leave me again, angel. Scream at me, hurt me, hell, give me a nut punch if you need to. But don’t leave. I need you too much for that.”

“I need you, too.”

He started to move then and she wrapped her legs around his back. Everything faded away and all that was left was the two of them. She arched under him, the physical sensations suddenly too sharp. After living without him, she was overwhelmed by how much he was. He was it for her and all the emotions that she’d tried to hold back for the past week rushed her full force. She clung to his shoulders as all of the emotions, the pain and the love coalesced into a storm of pleasure that dragged her into a shattering release. King clenched her so tightly, like he was scared she’d escape if he didn’t hold on tightly enough. 

He leaned up slightly and kept his eyes on hers so she got to see it when he lost himself. On his face she saw nothing but naked desire and all-consuming love. 

Afterward, he lifted her and sat on the couch with her in his lap. She cuddled up against him, enjoying being in his arms again. He shifted slightly and tipped up her chin so he could see her face. 

“I meant what I said. I love you. And I’m going to make sure you never have a reason to doubt that. I’m not a good person, Liv, but you make me want to be better. Every day. I’m the one who isn’t worthy of you.”

Her heart swelled and she buried her face in his shoulder. Although she’d believed him when he’d apologized, it meant even more that he wanted to make sure not to ever hurt her like that again.

“You’re not a bad person. You’re just a bad boy type. My bad King.”

“Maybe one day you’ll be my bad Queen and keep me in line.”

She jerked back so fast she almost fell off his lap. “Don’t even joke about that.”

“Who’s joking?”

Olivia punched him in the shoulder gently. “Ow. Where are my boxing gloves!”

King kissed her again. “It’s okay, I’ll convince you eventually. I always get what I want remember? Besides I have a lot of time right?”

“Yeah. We’ve got a lot of time.” Olivia was looking forward to finding out what a future with her bad boy would look like. 

He lifted her in his arms. “Convincing you could take years. Maybe even decades. Luckily I’m up for the challenge.”







***




I hope you enjoyed King and Olivia’s story! Georgie’s book, Bad Blood, is available now! 







When my best friend’s little sister gets left at the altar, I’d do anything to help her. Until she asks for the one thing I can’t give. One night. No rules. 
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A controlling dead duke.

A mysterious new duke.

And the headstrong new duchess

who’s caught between them.




Bliss Harper, an American billionaire’s daughter, is on the brink of marrying the hundred-year-old Duke of Manly. When he dies at the altar just as the wedding begins, Bliss is thrown into a quickie marriage to his dark, brooding heir, Ren Sattler. Suddenly she’s duchess to a man she met just the night before and mistress of a castle haunted by secrets…and more.




Bliss is drawn into the mysteries surrounding the castle and her new husband that threaten her hopes of saving the estate, her heart, and her marriage to the hot new duke.











PROLOGUE







The Society of Dukes




Gentleman’s Club, London

To a man of a certain advanced age, there’s nothing like enjoying a fine cigar in the library of the gentleman’s club he was accepted into just months after his birth. Even the advancing years of the twenty-first century hadn’t dimmed the pleasure. Nothing gauche discussed—no politics or trade—just generally manly topics. For the three elderly dukes, the meaning of life and their legacies were always top of mind.

The dukes of Manly, Axton, and Hardison met religiously in London at their club twice a year. This time had a feel of finality, of being the very last. Surprisingly, it wasn’t a morbid feeling. It was simply life moving forward toward the inevitable. But it gave the meeting a poignancy that was usually lacking. The dukes were known for their wit and usually had a sense of humor about everything, including impending death.

But at ninety-nine, the dukes of Manly and Axton were finally becoming victims of their aged bodies. Traveling to London was about to become, like so many other enjoyable pursuits, an activity of the past. The Duke of Hardison, the youngster of the group at eighty-nine, wasn’t faring much better. He was soon to retire his cane for a wheelchair.

The three had been friends since their admittedly blessed, and wild, youth. They’d been born healthy, wealthy, titled, and privileged. Looking at them now, it was hard to imagine that once they’d been the handsomest, hottest, most sought after men of their time. Though it might decently be said that they were still some of the hottest dukes around. (Mainly because most of the non-royal dukes were nearly as ancient as they were.) But there was always that damned modifier, “for their age.” Being a hot nonagenarian was something entirely different from simply being “hot.”

The dukes had seen the passing of their generation. That was the problem with longevity—your friends and family had already stepped into the eternity of being nothing more than memories. The dukes’ time together was usually spent remembering and reminiscing and, more often than not, discussing the latest funeral they’d attended with some satirical comment about the proceedings, the guests, and the buffet. This last time, however, there was a new sense of urgency.

They sat as comfortably as old men can in a semicircle of oversized dark leather chairs in a corner around a small communal table. A window to the street spilled light behind them to the right. Richly appointed bookcases stuffed with smoky leather first editions of historic English literature filled the wall to their left. Directly above them hung a rich oil painting portrait of the three of them in their prime.

They’d commissioned it on a lark when they were young and full of themselves. As three of the oldest members of the club, it was their privilege to hang their portrait in the spot of honor. Only members of the royal family had better positioning. The painting had been done by something of an unknown up-and-comer at the time. He was rather famous now. The painting was worth a small fortune. To the three dukes, the main value was in how virile and hearty they looked. How full of life.

“The decade birthday is a bloody dangerous time,” said Hardly, as the Duke of Hardison was known to his friends. “Most people don’t come out on the other side of it. And not for long if they do.”

Axe raised an eyebrow. “Ten years seems a decent time. Manly and I seem to have accomplished it.”

“Present company excepted,” Hardly said.

“Quite right,” Manly said. “Imagine, then, the danger of a century birthday.” He looked like he was trying to hold back a shudder. But since he had a bit of a tremble anyway, it was hard to tell if he was succeeding. “Axe and I are in much more imminent danger. Not many make it to triple digits. By my best calculation, Axe and I have mere months left to get our affairs in order.”

Three gray heads bobbed in unison, looking thoughtful.

“Who’s going to plan the birthday parties?” Hardly said with a tease in his voice. “Turning one hundred is cause for celebration.”

“You’re the youngest.” Manly took a sip of port. A glass of red wine a day was good for the constitution. Or was that still the notion? It was hard to keep up with the science of the day. These scientists, doctors, and nutritionists. Always changing their minds. A bunch of flipper-floppers, they were. One day, one thing was supposedly good for you, and the next, it would kill you. “I say you it’s up to you.” Manly paused, looking reflective. “I don’t know. It shouldn’t matter, really. But I would like to make it to one hundred. It seems like a worthy accomplishment somehow.”

“Quite right,” Axe said.

“I’ll be happy to make it to ninety.” Hardly wheezed and broke into one of his regular coughing fits. He pulled a hanky from his pocket and spewed phlegm into it. Getting old was bloody inelegant and definitely not sexy. “One hundred is out of the question for me, I’m afraid. Whose birthday is farthest away? I say the responsibility falls to them.”

Everyone looked to Manly. The old dukes’ minds were still sharp. They never forgot each other’s birthdays. Hardly’s was in June. Axe’s in July. Manly’s was in September. By their calculations, he had months on them.

“I’ll get my assistant right on it. But I expect you two to live long enough to attend mine. All the rest of my friends have already passed on. I’d like one or two people who actually knew me in the day to be in attendance. None of this having a bang-up birthday celebration and then dying on me. I expect speeches.”

He’d been the devil when he was young. His eyes had a hint of the old, wry twinkle in them. They’d been much clearer since his cataract surgery last year. Why he’d resisted so long was a mystery. He’d never been afraid of surgery—not when he was younger, anyway.

“Now that the important business is settled, we need to attack the real problem—these modern heirs of ours, or lack of.” Hardly almost slumped further at the thought. His posture was always slumping these days. “That’s our real legacy. How we’ll be remembered after we’re gone, really. I fought my whole tenure not to be the duke who lost the estate after nearly a thousand years. And now, my nephew and heir will sell it five minutes after I’m in the ground. He’s a bloody earl and has never set foot in the UK. Sold his own estate the moment he inherited after his father passed. Lives in Canada and manages a farm.” Hardly took a moment to catch his breath. Even being indignant was exercise these days and left him winded.

“I’d meant to have a son to leave the estate to,” Hardly said. “The Duke of Hardison has always held the estate. I can’t see giving it to anyone else. The title, well, I have no control over that. Of all the things from the past to hang on to—passing the title to the oldest son! If only we’d had a son.” He tipped the ash from his cigar into an ashtray. “You have it best, Axe. Your estate has already been out of the family once. No shame in it going out again.”

Axe snorted. “Yes,” he said dryly. “Because my irresponsible father lost it. I spent my whole life trying to buy it back. Now I have it, what do I do with it? My only son went to his grave years ago. No sons of his own. My only granddaughter married an American and has nothing to do with me. My great-granddaughters raised in America. There isn’t much point leaving anything to them. The title will pass to one of the American Dukes.”

Axe wouldn’t have admitted it, but letting the misunderstanding about Duke being their last name stand when they went through Ellis Island in the early nineteen hundreds was exactly the kind of joke his family was known for. However ill it sat with him now. Yes, his coattail relations had made great sport of being way down the line of succession for a dukedom. Now that the gap in the succession line had closed, Axe didn’t find it amusing at all.

“My heir lives in a caravan park, in what the Americans call a double-wide.” Axe shuddered. “Duke as a surname! It seems almost like sacrilege somehow. Very cheeky.” His sigh was heavy with regret. “I could donate the estate to the trust. But then it will become a museum. I’d rather it remained the family home. Hundred of years in the family and I’ve failed.”

“Cheer up,” Hardly said. “You’ve done a bang-up job. You’ve had the use and pleasure of the estate all these years. The joy of getting the family heirlooms back. It’s been a hell of a treasure hunt for all of us, that.”

Axe didn’t look convinced or consoled. Manly looked like he was enjoying reliving those adventures in his mind.

“You can’t count that as loss. You won’t go down as the duke who lost the estate. It’s Manly and me you should be sorry for. We’ll be the dukes who lost their estates. Failure to produce a direct heir.” Hardly took a sip of his drink. “And you, Manly? Still trying find a bride and create an heir? How long has it been now? Twenty years?”

Manly’s search for a bride who’d bear him an heir had been a longstanding joke to everyone but him. A smile lit the old man’s face. For a moment, he almost looked young. Younger, anyway. Beneath the wrinkles and sagging body, there was a glimpse of the man he’d been.

Manly’s life had been a tragic one where heirs were concerned. Three marriages and no issue. Bad luck, that. He hadn’t even decided to try for an heir and marry until his late forties. He’d always thought there’d be plenty of time to settle down after sowing his oats. Three wives later, no living children. Not one.

Manly’s fertility had been tested numerous times by the top experts in the world. He’d been as potent and fertile as a stud stallion. And had had plenty of sex. He’d never been a one-woman man. One would have thought the third wife would have been the charm. She was only in her twenties and he in his sixties. He’d been accused of being a lecherous old man, robbing the cradle. Necessity drove him. And yes—she got pregnant almost immediately. She’d been tragically killed in a horrific accident when she was seven months pregnant—with his heir.

After that, Manly had been dispirited for years. He’d loved his lovely young bride. The loss of his heir hit him hard. A bitter old man wasn’t a catch, and he gave up trying through his seventies. Since his eighties, he’d been searching for the perfect bride. The problem was his turn in fortunes. Economic times and taxes being what they were, and the old wreck of a castle he called home needing so many expensive once-in-a-few-centuries repairs had drained his once ample coffers.

He wasn’t supposed to live this long. God knew he’d lived recklessly enough. His young heir was supposed to have taken over and taken on the burden. Produced scads of heirs, grandsons for Manly to bounce on his knee. Granddaughters for him to dote on. But he’d been cursed with long life and outliving his usefulness.

For all these reasons, it gave him the greatest of pleasure to answer his friends’ teasing. “About that. It was a fluke of fate, really. I have found the mother of my heir. When I celebrate my birthday, I’ll again be a married man. And, with any luck, I’ll have an heir on the way.”

Axe and Hardly’s wrinkled brows shot up almost comically in unison.

Hardly found his voice first. “Congratulations, Manly. Who’s the unlucky bride?”

“Unlucky!” Manly laughed. He’d been in a genuinely good mood since meeting Bliss. “An American, I daresay.”

“Americans,” Axe said. Those American Dukes had ruined whatever good opinion he might have had of Americans in general.

“An American heiress. Bliss, Bliss Harper.” Manly’s face became soft with emotion, setting his friends back.

Could Manly really be in love again?

“Daughter of a billionaire,” Manly said.

“No.” Hardly could hardly believe it. He frowned, worried for his friend. “You’re sure she’s on the up and up?”

“You’re thinking she’s after my money?” Manly laughed and broke into a fit of coughs. He grabbed his port. After downing a few sips, he regained control. “What does she stand to gain? A venerable title and a crumbling estate?”

“I’m wondering why any woman of childbearing age would want to have your baby.” Hardly lifted one gray, bushy eyebrow in desperate need of trimming.

Axe sputtered. It was clear he had other thoughts on his mind.

“Don’t look so surprised, Axe,” Manly said. “Fortunately, we have a little pill that begins with V to take care of that department.”

“You misread me,” Axe said. “I’m wondering whether your heart is healthy enough for sex.”

“Or the rest of his body,” Hardly said. “Sex is exercise. Arm strength. Requires good hips.” He eyed his friend skeptically. Manly’s hips hadn’t been the same for decades. Even his hip replacement hadn’t properly done the job. “And the old swimmers are getting…old, really, aren’t they?”

“If I remember correctly,” Axe said, “he froze some back before the turn of the century. A meat baster may be enough to do the trick.”

“Or a fertility clinic.” Hardly returned his somewhat blurry focus to Manly. “Can’t take a chance of getting a girl. Not enough time left for a second try. Or the hope that women will be granted the right of inheritance of the title.”

“I’ve taken every precaution.” Manly looked pleased with himself and as manly as he had in years.

“Despite ribbing you, I’m happy for you,” Hardly said. “And envious, I must admit. Seems you’ve taken the old bull by the horns finally. No need for that great-nephew of yours from London to take over.”

Manly was quiet a minute. “You and old Witham. His heir was an American billionaire who didn’t want the title or the estate. You’d think that would have been the end of Witham’s title. Witham was afraid for years they’d make it extinct. And he worried about the end of his line of succession. But the new American duke has settled in and made a go of the place. And the new duchess is lovely, even if she’s American, too.”

“You’ll be married soon, then, I expect?” Hardly asked.

None of the three were likely to get too excited about wedding plans.

“As soon as possible,” Manly said. “I only have a few months left until I hit triple digits. Can’t take too many chances. I expect that’s part of my appeal, my short remaining life span.” His grin was charming as a waiter came by to refresh his drink.

“I’ll expect an invitation,” Hardly said.

“It will be as small and private an affair as I can get away with. But I’ll need my two best friends at my side. You’ll both stand up for me?”

They had for his other three weddings. They would have been offended not to be asked this time. They murmured their agreement.

Manly studied them. “Why are you men so gloomy? Are you going to sit around like cowards and let your dukedoms fall to ruin? Neither Witham nor I did.” He leaned close and whispered, “There are rumors that Witham manipulated fate. I’m doing my best to do the same. If you don’t like your heirs, chose another.”

Hardly and Axe exchanged shocked looks. From their expressions, it was clear they thought Manly’s mind was slipping.

“You can’t simply choose who gets the title,” Axe said.

“Can’t you?” Manly looked calm. “I’ve made my own contingency plans. In case, you know. Things don’t always run smoothly. I’m leaving nothing to chance.”

The other two were clearly intrigued. They scooted in closer, three old men in a huddle. They lowered their voices.

“What are you saying, Manly? Be direct. Out with it.” Hardly cocked his good ear toward Manly.

“I’m saying—we’re all going to die soon. What can anyone do to us? There must be someone in your lines of succession who would make a halfway-decent duke. Someone who could be made to love the ancestral home. Someone with money or drive and business sense. Preferably all three, but one or the other would do.”

A grin spread over Axe’s face. “I see what you’re saying, really.”

“Good. Good.” Manly turned to his other friend. “Hardly? Are you in? We’ll make a society out of just the three of us—the Dead Duke Society. Controlling from the grave, that sort of thing.”

Axe laughed from deep in his throat, the kind of full-bodied laugh he used to be famous for. It felt bloody good to hear it. He still loved a good adventure.

“It would have to be carefully planned.” Hardly’s brow furrowed. He’d always been the cautious one, a thinker. “I’m not sure I could go to my death with something like that on my conscience.”

“It’s up to you,” Manly said. “Our last prank. Our last good deed.”

Hardly was quiet. His friends waited while he wrestled with his conscience. Finally, he nodded. “For the greater good.” He looked from Axe to Manly. “I’m not crafty and cunning like the two of you are. I’ll need help. And a good solicitor. My man passed away. The junior partner is no good. I don’t have enough history with him to trust him.”

Axe’s eyes were brighter than normal. He suddenly sat up straighter, clearly excited and planning already. “You mentioned Witham. His solicitor must have some experience with cases like this, obviously. Old Witham would have made sure everything was airtight. And applied the screws very carefully.”

Hardly blanched. “I wouldn’t think so.”

Axe slapped the arms of his chair. “Don’t take me so literally. On the legal side of things, Hardly. He wouldn’t be in the know on anything else. You can’t mix a solicitor up in that kind of nonsense.”

“We’ll all need each other’s help.” Manly looked rather confident and alert, too. “That’s what I really wanted to ask you both today. You’re both welcome and expected to stand up for me at the wedding. But what I really need is your solemn promise to execute my plan B if I should die without an heir on the way.”




***











CHAPTER ONE




Bliss Harper

Manly Manor

Roses. I’d always loved roses. From now on, my life would be filled with them. Gardens and lovely English gardens full. My fiancé, the duke, had commissioned a new rose to be developed and named for me and planted in my favorite spot in the garden. Bliss was already taken. I supposed my new rose would have to be called The Duchess of Manly or Sweet Late-Life Bride of Mine. Maybe even The Centenarian’s Woman.

It was a sweet gesture by an ancient man trying to please his much younger bride-to-be. Ours was more extreme than a May/December romance, but I had no idea what you’d call it. Maybe a world record for the biggest age difference?

If it were up to me, I wouldn’t call it a romance at all, but I didn’t dare tell anyone outside of my mom and my very best friends that. Mom, of course, knew. This marriage was all her idea, just as pragmatic and ruthless as the rest of her business deals. Some might call me her pawn. Those people didn’t know me. Even though it was originally Mom’s idea, this was a move of my own. But to the world, I put a different face on the relationship.

Although I had great affection for the duke, our marriage was more of an arrangement between two cynical and desperate people. He wanted an heir to inherit his title, and I wanted an escape and freedom from my mom’s shadow to be my own woman. The arrangement gave us great delight in the amount of scandal and gossip it was causing on both sides of the ocean. My fellow Americans and his fellow Brits couldn’t stop talking about it. Well, what is life for if not to amuse other people and be amused by them in return?

Some people were repulsed at the idea of a woman my age with a man of his. Others called Manly a lecherous old fool. He was no fool, I can tell you that. I preferred not to think about what they called me. I turned my attention back to my beautiful, serene surroundings.

Here, in England at the end of September, few roses persisted in the gardens. I sat on the stone bench at the edge of the ancient stone loggia overlooking the lake. Rosehips in bright reds flanked the garden paths before me. Rosehips and leaves turning to red and yellow. I loved fall. It had always been my dream to be married in autumn when the fall colors were at their peak. At least that part of the dream was coming true.

I had no doubts. This was the right decision for me. It was a grand adventure, a modern fairytale. But everything came with a price. As prices went, this one was both steep and fair. I would be the twenty-nine-year-old bride of a spent old man, an ugly old beast in some people’s opinions, soon to hit his hundredth birthday. But I had the castle and my world to gain. And however happy or unhappy, this marriage would be short.

Mist rose from the lake in the early evening, giving it the illusion of something from an Arthurian legend, adding to the eerie beauty of the long, slanting shadows. Most people would sit on the bench and face the lake, but not me. I sat on the cold stone, looking back through the gardens to the medieval castle that was about to be mine. In less than twenty-four hours, I would be married to its owner. Even now, guests were arriving for the rehearsal and the dinner to follow.

The castle would be full to the brim tonight, each of the newly aired rooms opened for the wedding would be occupied. The temporary staff would be busy, a good test for what I had in mind for the castle.

Most of the guests were of little consequence to me. My mom’s business associates, Manly’s friends and family, my father. There would be drama between Mom and Dad. There always was. I was apparently the only moment of bliss they’d ever had together.

The castle rose above the gardens, looking like the fortress it was—beautiful, strong, forbidding, haunted. The path from the lake to the castle was lined with flowerbeds filled with more flowers than I could identify. The Michaelmas daisies were in full bloom in shades that ranged from lavender to deep purple to vibrant pinks. They weren’t really daisies, but part of the aster family. They were my fiancé’s favorites. He was something of a collector.

Wanting married life—however short it might be—to be blissful, I’d developed a sudden passion for the daisies, too. In flower language, Michaelmas daisies symbolized a departure or a farewell. If I hadn’t known Manly had loved the daisies all his life, I would have thought that was why he did now. The symbolism was so appropriate.

Tomorrow was the duke’s one hundredth birthday and our wedding day, so, yes, he would be a centenarian by the time we wed. At Manly’s age, you had to double up your celebrations, and that included doubling up your cake.

I was his best birthday present ever, he told me, his eyes twinkling in that roguish way of his. And yet behind them was a shadow of regret. For all his bravado and chest beating, he was sentimental and romantic. And proud. I deserved him in his prime, not in his decline. I wished I had met him in his youth. We would have gotten along wonderfully. Maybe even really fallen in love.

“Trying to escape the festivities until it’s inevitable, too?” came a deep, sensual male voice I’d certainly remember if I’d ever heard it before.

I startled, embarrassed to be caught off guard and daydreaming. I’d been so deep in my thoughts I hadn’t heard him approach behind me up the side stairs into the loggia. I turned and looked over my shoulder into the eyes of the most beautiful man I had ever seen. He lurked in the shadows of the colonnades, but even the shadows couldn’t hide his beauty.

My breath caught. My body and face betrayed me. There was an instant where I gaped at him, practically drooling. Wondering if I’d dreamed him up in this magical place. If he was part fey. He held something, some kind of foliage in his left hand. It was a second too long before I masked my reaction to him. I only had half a hope he hadn’t seen it. This was no way for a bride-to-be to look at another man on the eve of her wedding. My reaction to him startled me almost as much as his sudden appearance.

He emerged from the shadows of the colonnades with easy, sensuous moves, as if he belonged in this place. With the backdrop of the water and mist, he looked as if he’d materialized from the lake, one of the many ghosts the castle was famous for. The gallant knight who’d drowned in the lake and now haunted it, maybe? Appearing as a man of my time to take my breath away?

His short, dark hair was highlighted as he stepped into the long rays of evening sunlight, contrasting with his pale English skin. His eyes were vivid blue, like the Irish, but his accent was odd, almost American yet also as patrician and English as his perfectly chiseled features. He wore a black dress shirt, black slacks, even black shoes, the height of fashion and elegance. His clothes were expensive and cut close enough that I didn’t have to imagine too hard just how beautifully magnificent he was beneath them.

There was something familiar about him. A family resemblance so strong I could almost believe he was the young Manly. The young Manly come to say goodbye before he departed this earth, giving me a glimpse of what might have been.

I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. The thin dress I wore wasn’t substantial enough now that the sun was setting. I was being ridiculous. It wasn’t a good sign to imagine my fiancé’s death on the eve of our wedding.

I looked again at the newcomer. He was tall and physical. Powerful. This man was flesh and blood.

“Sorry.” He took a seat on the bench familiarly close to me, so close our arms nearly brushed and I felt his heat. “I’ve frightened you.”

“No. Not your fault.” Up close, he smelled as ridiculously delicious as he looked. “I’m like that. I get lost in my thoughts too easily. A bomb could go off and I wouldn’t hear it.”

“You should be careful around here.” His eyes twinkled. “No bombs. Lots of rogues and unsavory guests roaming around this evening, though. Here for the wedding. Ancient rogues, most of them, but rogues nonetheless. The duke was a wild one in his youth.”

“Was he?” I said. “He seems tame enough now.”

“Hard to be much else when you’re almost a hundred years old.”

I smiled, trying to hide the way my heart was hammering. I nodded toward the foliage in his hand. “Botany enthusiast? Gardening fanatic?”

“Sent on an errand for my stepfather.” He looked at the plants in his hand. “He’s the gardener, not me.”

“He sent you because…?” I asked. “Is he afraid of those rogues of yours and the infamous ghost, the knight of the lake, coming out?”

“My stepfather isn’t here. He wasn’t invited. Nor was my mother. Even so, he’s not afraid of anything, except the old duke finding out he’s pinched some cuttings and seeds and relieving him of them.” He held the foliage up. “This is contraband. Part of the duke’s prized collections. The duke doesn’t share his plant starts, cuttings, or seeds with anyone. Least of all my family. But he won’t suspect me. Or check my cases on the way out.”

I was curious as to why his family wasn’t to be trusted, but he didn’t elaborate. “You’re a plant thief.” I almost laughed.

“I’m many things. Plant thief is the least of them.” A half-smile played on his lips.

Dark, mysterious, and witty, I thought. The perfect combination.

I took a closer look at the plants he held. I didn’t have much plant knowledge, but these were familiar to me. “Foxglove? That’s a weed where I come from. Isn’t it a weed here, too?”

“Not this variety, apparently.”

“You’re brave to hold them without gloves. Foxgloves are poisonous. They make heart medication out of them.”

“Brave?” He laughed and snapped one of the empty stems to make his point. “You haven’t seen much danger, I take it. I think my heart can handle whatever might leach into my skin.”

Heat radiated off him. I wasn’t sure my heart could handle sitting so near him for much longer. I should have moved away, but I was drawn to him. I blamed the attraction not on my weakness, but on the chill that was settling in the air as the dew began to fall.

“What is a beautiful American like you doing all alone this far out in the gardens on the eve of a wedding?” His voice had the smooth caress of a lover’s. His gaze raked over me possessively, as if I were already his. But there was an edge of danger to him, and a threat in his voice.

The combination sent shivers down my back and curled my toes. I clenched the edges of the bench, heart racing, senses heightened. Fear prickling. He hadn’t said “your wedding.” He’d very deliberately said “a wedding.” He struck me as a man who knew how to choose his words.

Manly had warned me not to trust any of his relatives, no matter how charming they seemed. Gold diggers and schemers, all of them. This new stranger had warned me to be on my guard. I should have listened. To both of them.

Did this seductive man beside me really not know who I was? Wasn’t I obviously the bride? Or was he toying with me? Trying to trap me with his obvious flirtation? Trying to prove I was marrying Manly for something other than love or security? The family resemblance was so strong that he had to be one of Manly’s evil distant relations. They’d all tried to stop the wedding in one way or another in cleverly diabolical ways. Playing with me, flirting with me, making me look unfaithful to Manly would just be another pearl in their string.

Maybe it was the eerily beautiful setting. Maybe it was all the ghost stories surrounding the castle and the lake. Or the way he’d warned me and casually snapped that stem. Maybe it was even my own weakness. This man was a danger to me, one way or the other.

I stood suddenly, trying not to look like the scared rabbit I was in very much danger of becoming. “Dawdling. And collecting my thoughts.” I met his eye. “It’s time I got back.”

In a quick move, he was on his feet and stepped onto the path between the castle and me. “I’ll walk you back.” It wasn’t a request.

“I don’t want to interrupt your enjoyment of the garden. I can manage.”

“It’s time for me to get back, too.”

I might have been able to dart around him and make a run for it. But that seemed like a foolish overreaction. Not only was I in heels, but I was pretty sure he could outrun me. I didn’t seriously think he meant to physically harm me. Seduce me, maybe. He waited for my response.

I had never seen such a handsome man, nor been more attracted to anyone so quickly. Everything in me screamed that he was dangerous to me and my plans for the future. That I should avoid him at all costs. Even so, I nodded and glanced at my watch. I hadn’t realized I’d stayed in the garden so long. “I’m running late.”

He smiled at me conspiratorially. “I know a shortcut.” He took my elbow. “This way.”

He led me down the paved stone path. We walked in an uneasy silence, each of us sizing the other one up. And maybe admiring the other as well. For my part, I was fighting this inconvenient chemistry between us. In a swift movement that caught me by surprise, he grabbed my hand, taking an abrupt shortcut through a maze of fragrant, trimmed hedges the English were famous for.

The path in the maze was lush grass, freshly watered. Sometimes loose gravel. My heels sank into the soft turf. I had to walk on the balls of my feet to keep from aerating the lawn out of season. His grip was firm as he pulled me along with him, turning this way and that in the waning light. I was amazed, and terrified, by his firm grip and the way our hands fit together so well. By the way I didn’t want to let go. He didn’t make a single wrong turn in the maze.

He stopped abruptly. “I know the way out. But we can save time if we dodge through this row of bushes.” He pointed. “There’s a direct path to the castle just there, through this hedgerow.” His gaze ran over me, undressing me with a skilled eye. He smiled for a half beat, devouring me with his gaze. “It will save us time. But you’re not dressed for a dash through the bushes.” He said it like a challenge.

I eyed the bushes and lifted my chin, realizing he hadn’t let go of my hand. And I still didn’t want him to. It was getting late. I had lingered longer at the lake than I should have. I wasn’t entirely sure I trusted him, or that he’d actually taken the shortest route up to now. But my only option was to trust him or get lost in the maze. If I didn’t get back soon, everyone would wonder where I was, and I still had to change for the rehearsal and dinner. Manly was expecting me to look vibrant on his arm tonight.

“They don’t look so dangerous to me,” I said. “I can manage.”

He shrugged. “This way.” He pulled me into a small gap in the bushes.

Beneath the hedge, the soil was damp and newly tilled. My heels sank into the soft earth as he led me into the darkness between the bushes, holding the worst of the branches out of the way for me to pass through. I immediately regretted my decision. Going through the maze had been bad enough, but this really was no way to treat an expensive pair of designer shoes.

On the other side of the bushes, I could see the lights of the castle peeking through ahead. I started to step out.

He held me back with one arm, still holding the foxglove. “You have arborvitae in your hair. Here. Let me.” He stuck the vegetation in his pants pocket and leaned down, looking into my eyes.

Our gazes held a moment too long. I could get lost in those dark, mocking blue eyes. He angled his face and leaned in close, as if for a kiss. My mouth went dry. I was tempted to tilt my head and lean into him, even knowing what folly that was. Any flirtation now could cost me my castle. I kept my eyes wide open and defiant.

He ignored my mouth and pulled a twig from my hair. The almost-kiss was intentional, I was sure of it.

“One.” He held a fragrant piece up for me to see. “Another here.” He leaned in closer. I felt the heat of his breath all the way down my spine. “One more there.” He took my chin in his hand.

My heart hammered.

He turned my head, angling his mouth toward mine. “Last one.”

My heart hammered so loudly that I was afraid he could hear it. His touch was gentle as he pulled the last bit of brush from my hair and tossed it away, dropping my chin. I felt the loss of heat from his touch and more than a twinge of disappointment as he took a gentlemanly step back.

He pulled the last of the bushes aside and looked around to make sure we weren’t seen. “After you.” He stood back to let me pass.

The castle was just up ahead, a short walk up yet another path. I realized he’d played me for a fool. We were immediately spotted by the hired help preparing for the rehearsal. I didn’t like to think what it looked like we’d been up to as we emerged, disheveled, from the hedge. Or what kind of reports would make it back to Manly, who was old-fashioned, to say the least.

I frowned at my escort, feeling a less pleasant kind of heat rising at him, and raised an eyebrow. “I thought the coast was clear.”

His smirk was back. “It’s just the help.”

I frowned deeply enough that he couldn’t miss my displeasure. “Thank you for your help,” I said tightly. “I can find my way back from here.” I didn’t trust myself to be near him.

Unfortunately, as I made my dramatic turn, I didn’t see the ditch between the path and me. I stepped down hard, twisting my ankle as my heel dug into the mud of the ditch. I slipped.

His reactions were quick. He caught me by the arm before my knee plowed into the ground. He wasn’t quite fast enough, though. I somehow twisted my ankle in the process. The heel of my beautiful left shoe snapped off.

His fingers dug into my arm, holding on tightly. Our eyes met. Our faces were inches apart. Too close. Too intimate. Too tempting.

“Are you all right?” His expression was almost mocking, but there was concern there. Whether for me or himself remained to be seen.

I winced and waved him away. He released me.

“I’m fine.” I gingerly put a bit of my weight on my ankle and tested it out. “I just turned my ankle. Nothing major. I’ll be okay.”

He knelt and pulled the heel of my shoe from the mud, taking in my bare ankle and running his warm hand gently, but confidently, over it in a carelessly sensual way. Shivers ran up my spine. My pulse was not my own. Nor my thoughts. There was a moment, an instant, when I imagined his hand traveling all the way up my leg…

“No swelling.” He glanced up at me. “Seems you’re right—just a minor turn of the ankle.”

“Thank you, doc,” I said, mentally measuring the distance between the castle and me. Walking there on a broken shoe wasn’t going to be fun. Or fast.

Before I could protest, he swept me into his arms and carried me up the path and past the curious staff. I could have protested or fought him, but that would have only caused a scene and made things worse. Instead, I wrapped my arms around his neck, trying to balance my weight and make it easier for him. Not that he seemed to need any help. I wasn’t a big woman, but he carried me as easily as if he was bringing in the mail.

He took me to a side entrance of the castle. “The bedrooms are right up those steps. Hardly anyone uses this entrance. You should be fine. If you’re careful, none of the guests will see you.” He set me down on the steps in front of the door and handed me the muddy heel of my shoe.

I glared at him, wondering how he knew so much about the maze and castle, and irrationally blaming him for my new predicament. But even my anger didn’t make him less handsome, damn him.

“I warned you there were rogues roaming the grounds.” He was enjoying this. “A bride-to-be shouldn’t be avoiding her groom the night before the wedding.”

My eyes went wide. Damn him again. He knew who I was all along.

Amazingly, the side door was unlocked. He pushed it open for me. I huffed in. But do you know how hard it is to slam a heavy, ancient castle door in someone’s face?

He walked away laughing while I was still struggling to close it.




***











CHAPTER TWO




My mother insisted on bringing her own hair and makeup artists from Seattle to make sure I looked my best. This wedding was her crowning glory, not mine, even though, when the dust settled, I was going to be the one wearing the duchess’ tiara. Julie and Faye were waiting for me when I slid into my room, disheveled and in no mood to explain. Neither of them commented on my appearance or my broken shoe with more than a quick, shared smile. Neither of them would rat me out to my mother.

Seeing them, and the gorgeous dress hanging over the wardrobe, ready for me to change into, I took a deep breath and reached for my sense of humor. Some of my irritation at the stranger melted away. Julie and Faye had seen me through a great many of my scrapes. Their presence was comforting, like a chocolate chip cookie on a rainy day. I held up my broken shoe and grinned. “I don’t suppose any of you have any Shoe Goo on you?”

“Another wardrobe tragedy?” Julie raised an eyebrow.

“You’re surprised?” I asked.

She laughed and relieved me of my wounded shoe heel. Holding the dirty thing gingerly between two fingers, she deposited it on the en suite bathroom counter.

“I knew we should have brought a wardrobe person with us,” Faye said as Julie returned to the bedroom.

“Don’t worry. Wardrobe and a team of seamstresses will be on hand tomorrow to stitch me into my wedding dress.” I felt lighter by the moment. I hadn’t gotten the stranger’s name, but I could hardly wait for him to see me on Manly’s arm in that plunging neckline dress. Who’d be triumphant then?

“No cobbler?” Julie said.

I laughed.

Faye took my elbow and guided me to a seat in front of the antique vanity where a variety of curling irons, brushes, and styling products waited for me.

I raised an eyebrow. “I thought this was just a touch-up.”

Faye laughed. “It is, Bliss. For you.”

Faye and Julie never failed to cheer me up. They’d been with Mom since I’d been an errant teen.

Julie readied her makeup palette while Faye began working on my hair. “Sultry or virginal bride-to-be tonight?” She wiped my face clean and slathered me with radiance cream.

“What did Mom instruct you?” I asked.

Her silence spoke for her.

“Sultry. Hot,” I said, knowing Mom wanted the opposite. “Let’s call a spade a spade. Why disappoint the gossips?”

Julie shook her head and hid her expression from me. I liked to imagine that she was amused.

They worked quickly. My tardiness had put them on a tight deadline. I made a note to make it up to them with a big, fat bonus after I was duchess.

Within twenty minutes, they were helping me slip into my dress. I stood in front of a nineteenth-century mirror, studying myself. The dress was expensive, elegant, and sensually hugged the contours of my body, while the neckline plunged nearly to my navel. If I was going to be labeled a title grabber, I may as well look like one. At least I looked like a classy one. Julie was zipping me up when the door to my room flew open and Mom came in, a tempest brewing in her eyes.

“Mom! Here for a touch-up too?” I couldn’t help goading her, a fatal flaw of mine. In my teen years, the tendency had gotten me grounded and punished more times than I could count. Now that I was an adult, she only had marginally less influence over me.

She looked immaculate and beautiful, younger than her years. Of course, she’d had help. The best and most expensive anti-aging creams. The best clothes. A nip and tuck here and there over the years. But Mom only used the top plastic surgeons and was careful never to go too far. She didn’t want or try to look twenty-five. She was content to shave a decade off and to be a beautiful mature woman with lips and a face that actually moved.

“You were seen looking disheveled as you came out of the garden with a young man.” She sat down on the ornate four-poster bed, every movement and glance at me an accusation. Everything in the room was ornate and oversized. She looked small and almost delicate perched on the bed.

I wasn’t fooled. Power emanated from her. Mom was a python poised to strike. She’d eat her young alive if I wasn’t so important to her.

That was fast, I thought, impressed despite myself. My mother had more eyes in the back of her head, and more spies, than any person I’d ever known.

“I didn’t know you were such a prude,” I said, turning to study my side view at the same time I turned the knife in her. “Have we dropped into the Victorian era? Is my reputation suddenly sullied beyond repair?” I put my fingers to my lips. “Will I have to marry the poor, hapless guy? Manly will be so disappointed.”

“You’re always so dramatic, Bliss.” Mom’s voice was devoid of amusement. “And I wish you’d stop calling the duke Manly. You sound like one of his old cronies, not his future wife.” Her gaze bored into me, demanding an explanation for the hot guy in the bushes.

I sighed as heavily as the dress would let me. She hated my heavy sighs, equating them with rebellion. She wasn’t far off.

“Come on, Mom. How dumb do you think I am? Yes, I came out of the gardens with a man. Lucky he found me, too. I was exploring and got lost in the maze. I’d still be there if he hadn’t come along and rescued me. By the time he found me, I was already running late.” I pointed across the room to my broken shoe. “I ruined a perfectly good pair of shoes in the process. If he hadn’t carried me the last distance to the castle, I’d have stood the duke up. We don’t want that.”

Her face remained placid, but her eyes were full of distrust. “Does this young man have a name?”

“Unless his parents were completely useless, I’m sure he does. He didn’t give it to me, though.” It would have been delicious to have more information than she did. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.

Her smile was slow and deliberate. She believed me. And I wasn’t even lying. She knew something. She knew who he was. I tried not to let my irritation show. What did his name matter to me? He was staying at the castle. I’d find out soon enough. But why dance too near that flame?

I held my arms out and did a slow spin. “What do you think, Mom? Will the duke be pleased?”

“The duke is an old lecher. You might just give him a heart attack.” Her voice softened and turned playful.

I smiled at my mother, catching a glimpse of the girl she must have been. “That might be the nicest thing you’ve said to me in years.” Impulsively, I went to the bed and gave her a hug.

To my surprise, she hugged me back. “We’re both getting what we want. I know this isn’t the easiest thing for you, Bliss, believe me. I won’t forget it. My first husband was twenty-five years older than me.” She shuddered at the memory. “But he gave me my start. I’ve always been grateful for that and all he taught me.” She paused. “I’ve asked a lot of you over the years. Maybe I’ve always expected too much.”

She actually blinked back a tear and pulled me tight against her, suddenly a ferocious, protective mama bear. “Learn what you can, Bliss. This marriage will be brief. I promise you.”




*




The rehearsal was short and private, just the immediate bridal party and the minister. Long enough to get through the essentials before my parents began throwing more than verbal grenades at each other. The usual family fun.

When it was over, I took Manly’s arm and let him escort me to the anteroom to the dining room, where before-dinner cocktails were being served. He stood tall, as tall as his aged body would let him. He looked surprisingly youthful tonight. Maybe it was the twinkle in his eyes or his upbeat spirits. He was enjoying himself immensely, that was clear. His sense of devilment and fun gave him sparkle and irresistible verve. He wasn’t the dashing groom I’d imagined and dreamed of by any measure. But he was kind and long past his philandering days.

There was something to be said for high fidelity in a man. And if he was a man who was marrying me for my money, like so many of the douches I’d been with, at least he was honest about it and willing to give something valuable to me in return. Walking down the long corridor toward the festivities on his arm, I felt more like a concerned great-granddaughter than his future wife. I had affection, but no passion for him. But so be it.

My heart beat wildly as we neared the anteroom. Him, the nameless man, my nemesis and a face I couldn’t get out of my mind. Would he be at dinner? Every guest in the castle for the night had been invited. What kind of host would exclude anyone?

Ahead of us, my young bridesmaids laughed and ran down the hall, playing tag and dancing and skipping as young girls will. I envied their freedom and sense of fun, wishing them the love of their lives when they grew up. No bride in the modern day should have to have what amounted to an arranged marriage, but here I was. Were bridal wishes a thing? They should be. I needed one badly.

I tightened the grip on my hand that was tucked into Manly’s arm. He sensed my anxiety and patted my hand reassuringly as we entered the anteroom. “Ready to face the lions, my dear?”

Thankfully, he’d misread the source of my nerves. I kissed his cheek. “With you to protect me? I have nothing to worry about. Lead on.” Playing to his male pride and vanity was the only kind of flirting I could really manage with him.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Manly said. “Titles are just titles, really. They’re just people.”

I wasn’t shy. I wasn’t afraid of people, not even people with titles. My mother was a powerful woman. Through her, I’d met all kinds of powerful and famous people—politicians, billionaires, actors, scientists, entrepreneurs, playwrights, musicians. Fame and power didn’t frighten me, not like an unexpected physical attraction to another man on the eve of my wedding.

I took a deep breath and scanned the room before me. My parents and Manly’s good friends, the Duke of Axton and the Duke of Hardison—Axe and Hardly, as Manly called them—were just behind us. The girls ran ahead into the room and were eyeing the appetizers being passed around by the staff. People, all kinds of people, but no tall man with a dark head. No sardonic laugh or dangerous, twinkling blue eyes. He wasn’t here.

I relaxed, at least a little. No one was late to cocktails and dinner in Manly’s castle, not without repercussions. No one in his right mind would miss Manly’s grand entrance. Whoever he was, he’d decided to avoid drinks and dinner, and that was fine with me. No chance of Manly reading any involuntary lust in my eyes this way.

Almost immediately, we were swept up in a whirlwind of introductions and polite small talk. Manly’s charm was evident as we made the rounds. He was a wit, for sure. He had a dry, devilish sense of humor and an encyclopedic knowledge and vocabulary. I soon found myself laughing and enjoying myself as he showed me off. Something of the young man he must have been showed through and lightened my spirits. He was so obviously enamored with me and pleased with himself for catching a sweet young thing. I was his. His. At his advanced age, Manly still had power with beautiful women, or so he liked to believe. It was hard not to be charmed by his peacocking. Hard not to find his possessive pride in me adorable and sweet.

I was still on edge. I needed a drink. I called the headwaiter over with a crook of my finger and whispered to him, “We’re ready now. Bring out the special cocktails.”

Manly loved scotch. It was his favorite liquor. As a special birthday surprise, I’d had a cocktail invented for him using a reserve of hundred-year-old scotch Mom had gotten her hands on. I called it the Perfect Hundred. In reality, it was a Rusty Nail made with hundred-year-old scotch. I hadn’t wanted anything to ruin the flavor of such valuable liquor. The Rusty Nail was perfect, basically scotch in scotch, since Drambuie was nothing more than a liqueur made from scotch.

Tomorrow there would be a new wedding cocktail—the Blissful Duke. As I waited for Manly’s surprise, I watched the entrance for him from the corner of my eye. Moments later, the waiters arrived with trays brimming with Perfect Hundreds. I broke away from Manly and picked up a crystal bell on a sideboard. I rang it, trying to get everyone’s attention. The room quieted.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this isn’t traditional at a rehearsal dinner. This dinner is my handsome groom’s show, after all. But, as you all know, tomorrow is my Manly’s one hundredth birthday. That’s a milestone that really should be celebrated in style. I’m afraid it will be a tiny bit overshadowed by our wedding.” I took Manly’s arm again and smiled into his eyes. “So, my darling Manly, I give you this drink—the Perfect Hundred. Made with scotch that was distilled the year you were born. With love, Manly, to you, a perfect hundred!” I raised my glass to him.

The gathering echoed my toast: “To Manly.”

As I brought the glass to my lips, a movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned toward it. My heart stopped. He lounged in the doorway, a Perfect Hundred in his hand. Our eyes met. His mouth curled into a mocking smile. He shook his head ever so slightly, seeing right through my loving fiancée act. Still holding my gaze, he lifted his glass to me.

Murmurs and disapproving looks swept through the room at his arrival. Whispers that spoke of scandal.

“What’s he doing here?” the countess standing next to me said.

I continued to stare at him, mesmerized.

“I suppose he had to be invited,” the woman next to the countess said.

“Invited, yes. But to show up after what he did,” the countess said. “Unforgivable. Uncouth. Classless.”

I felt the shudder in the countess’ voice.

All around me, people were toasting Manly, mercifully distracting him. He didn’t notice the newcomer or the way I had to pry my eyes away from him. I was afraid the electricity between us would arc across the room. I tossed back my drink, willing it to act quickly, before the Perfect Hundred became the Perfect Stumble.




***











CHAPTER THREE




Before I could eavesdrop on any more gossip about him, before he could approach me, Harris, Manly’s combination butler and valet, tapped him lightly on the shoulder and whispered in his ear.

Manly’s face lit up. “Ladies and gentlemen, friends and family, dinner is served. It’s time to adjourn to the dining room.” He took my arm and led me through the crowd.

I felt like the young bride of an old king as our guests followed us. I kept my eyes ahead and focused on smiling and fawning over my fiancé. But I felt his gaze on me.

The enormously long dining table was set with valuable antique china, heirloom silver, and classic crystal, each place setting exacting and precise. And at odds with the rough medieval nature of the table and room. The table was rough-hewn wood. The chairs sturdy antiques with mixed cushions. The ceiling was open beam. The walls gray brick. A huge medieval fireplace was on one wall, a rusty sword hanging over it. Battle gear and armory, animal heads, and trophies decorated the walls. At one end of the room hung a faded tapestry.

Besides the light of the fire, sturdy candles provided most of the lighting on the table and in sconces along the walls, aided only by scant few dimmed electric lights. The chandelier was made from antlers. Stepping into the room was almost like stepping into a past century when the castle, and Manly, had been at their prime.

As the duchess, I would be expected to sit at the foot of the long table and Manly at its head. But I wasn’t the duchess yet. I got a reprieve. Manly had his place at the head of the table. I was to be seated, fittingly enough, at his right hand.

The table was set with place cards. People walked the table looking for their names. Manly was old school. He liked to follow the traditions of his youth. People were seated by rank and for the pleasure of each other’s company. His two ancient duke friends, Axe and Hardly, were seated on his left, separated by Lady Ellen, a middle-aged woman who was a lady by birth, the daughter of an earl. Before I could pull my chair out, it slid out for me.

“May I?” His voice was just as sensual and deep as it had been in the garden.

My heart stopped. My mouth went dry as I looked over my shoulder at him.

Manly’s face clouded as he looked past me to the man holding my chair out for me. “You’re late.”

He laughed. “My apologies, Uncle.”

Uncle?

“You know I’m not a slave to schedules. Business called.”

Manly’s expression hardened. “Bliss, darling, I don’t believe you’ve met my grandnephew and heir, Renton Sattler.”

Heir? He was the horrible, odious heir? The moneygrubbing heir who would besmirch the title and family name and sell the estate if it ever fell into his possession?

I turned to face him and met his eyes, trying to keep the shock from showing in mine. I lifted my chin to show him I wasn’t afraid of him. “Actually, we have met. He rescued me in the garden when the heel of my shoe snapped off. But we haven’t been introduced.” Suddenly it was important to get that information out in the open before I could be blackmailed with it.

“Ren,” Renton said. “Everyone calls me Ren. And what shall I call you? Aunt?”

The insolence in him was almost as intoxicating as my Perfect Hundred. Insolence had been my weapon against my mother long enough that I appreciated it when wielded so effectively against familial authority. “Bliss will do.”

“Bliss. Happy name.” He indicated my chair. “Allow me.”

I turned and sat as he held my chair and helped me scoot in. I still couldn’t get over it. He was the infamous heir, the one Manly despised so much that he was desperate to marry at the last hour of life and produce a new heir by any means possible.

I was even more stunned when Ren took his place next to me. There was no way Manly would have seated Ren so near him or me. And Mom knew better. The look on Manly’s face confirmed my suspicion. I glanced at the place card. Ren’s name was elegantly written on it in perfect calligraphy. And if I didn’t miss my guess, Ren had swapped it with someone else’s. I wondered how that guest was taking the perceived slight. I wondered, too, whose company I was supposed to have had the pleasure of instead.

The staff wasted no time serving the salad course. The meal was only four courses—salad, soup, entrée, and dessert. Even at that, we were pushing it. Manly would be ready for bed by the end of it.

“The greens were grown right here on the estate,” Manly said to Lady Ellen. “And the pheasant and fish for the entrée, my gamekeeper is responsible. Almost everything in the meal is from the estate—the honey, the milk, the apples, the meat. Everything else is locally sourced.” He reached over and patted my hand. “Next year we’ll have better crops. It’s part of my plan to make the estate self-sufficient and self-supporting.” He beamed at me.

I forced a smile. I had bigger plans than self-sufficiency. We needed cash. Next to me, Ren had turned to the beautiful woman on his right. Head bent, he was deep in conversation with her. They laughed together like old friends. Jealousy is an ugly beast in any shade. But what I unreasonably felt was the deepest pea green.

Manly’s statement caught Ren’s attention. “You mean to turn the estate into a farm, then, Uncle? I suppose all you need is a few serfs to do the job.”

Manly, who was usually so unflappable, was easy prey for Ren. Manly’s face clouded over. “Better that than a caravan park or a housing development.” His voice dripped with contempt for the idea. Not one precious acre of the estate should be sold off.

“Caravan park?” Ren laughed. “Who gave you that idea? But a plat of sustainable housing on the outer edge of the estate on the currently unusable acres of land would only benefit the community. There’s a shortage of good, affordable housing here. There’s no available land to build on that’s not subject to undue regulations. Without housing and development, the village will wither and die. If you want the village to thrive, you’ll have to make concessions.” Ren sounded calm and looked amused, but there was steel in his eyes. His lips turned up into a smirk.

I braced myself. He was about to poke the bear again. One prod wasn’t enough?

“The sale would fund an architectural upgrade to the castle—”

“You’ll turn my castle in to a bloody piece of modern crap over my dead body.” Manly pounded his fist on the table with surprising strength, cutting off Ren.

I jumped. The force shook our end of the table. The water in my goblet sloshed. Yes, this was why Manly hated his heir. Manly wanted the castle and estate preserved as it was, not modernized, bits and pieces sold off. And, of course, in Manly’s mind, it was gauche to discuss money at dinner. It was an insult to insinuate that Manly’s finances were insufficient to provide for the estate.

Ren grinned and raised an eyebrow. If I hadn’t been Manly’s bride-to-be, I might even have smiled at Ren’s implication. Manly’s dead body was a looming specter. At his age, he was living on borrowed time as it was.

The air was so tense I was tempted to cut it with my knife. If Mom had been in Manly’s seat, I would have waved my table knife around in the air, just for fun. But the humor would have been lost on Manly right now.

“Manly, old darling, old and young have always had conflicting ideas.” Lady Ellen’s tone was soothing and reassuring. She smiled at me. “Your legacy is safe.”

Beside me, I felt Ren seething. When he turned his gaze to me, his eyes were dark and hard. He balled his fist in his lap.

He hates me, I thought. I’m standing in the way of everything he thinks is rightfully his.

A chill ran down my spine. My heart squeezed. I had terrible taste in men, always had.

Ren sneered. “Is it?” There was that hungry look again, the one that undressed me. The one that wanted me. Lust, raw and angry, shone on his face. But he was careful to maneuver so that only I could see it.

I turned away from him and said to the Duke of Axton, “Duke, you’ve been around for nearly as long as Manly. And tasted almost as much scotch. Tell me, honestly, is my Perfect Hundred not the best scotch you’ve ever had?”

My diversionary tactic worked magnificently. Once you got the dukes and surrounding men talking scotch, there was no stopping them.

Ren sighed in disgust and turned back to flirt with the woman to his right. We made a point of ignoring each other through the rest of the meal. Manly and Ren didn’t speak to each other, either. The conversation between everyone else flowed pleasantly. There was plenty of laughter and sparkling conversation. Lady Ellen was very kind and offered me all kinds of help and advice. But as I kept up pretenses, I was keenly aware of Ren next to me. And hated myself for it.

No reasonable person likes to be disliked, especially just for existing. But to be hated by a man I was drawn to with such magnetism felt like a crack in my soul. On the other hand, I was probably safer this way. No chance of me falling into temptation. Ren’s hatred was my punishment for lusting after him on the eve of my wedding.

It was customary for guests to wait to excuse themselves until the host rose and signaled the meal was over. But as soon as dessert was served, Ren scooted his chair back, setting his napkin on the table. “You must excuse me, Uncle. I have a mountain of work still to do. I want to be fresh for the big day tomorrow. Please accept my good wishes. You’re the luckiest of men to have such a beautiful bride-to-be.” Ren sounded sincere, but it was ruined by the amused sneer he flashed me.

I had to give it to him—he was a brilliant actor.

Manly wasn’t fooled, but he kept his expression benign. He nodded to his nephew.

Ren turned and took my hand. “I’m looking forward to having such a lovely new great-aunt.” Ren leaned down and kissed my cheek. As he did, he whispered, his breath hot in my ear, a sensual caress, “Watch yourself. I always get what I want. And I don’t fight fair.”

My breath caught. What did Ren want? Me? Or the castle? Or both?

I expected him to stride out of the room with a flourish. Instead, he went around the table, floating between guests, saying a few words to each person, laughing, wishing them good night. Manly turned away, unable to watch his nephew’s shenanigans. I had to pry my gaze away from Ren. Every move he made was graceful and sensuous. It was hard not to stare at the beautiful, hard lines of his body. If I weren’t careful, Manly would sense my attraction to Ren.

Manly took my hand. “Don’t let Ren upset you, Bliss. There’s nothing he can do to disrupt our plans.” He brought my hand to his dry lips and kissed it. Much as I shouldn’t have compared, the chills I felt at Manly’s touch had nothing to do with pleasure. “I would, however, like a private word before bed.”

“Yes, of course, my darling duke.” I managed to make my voice smooth and calm. But I couldn’t help thinking of the theme of hundreds of love songs. Married to an old man with lips as dry as dust. Dust to dust. Ash to ashes. And hands as cold as ice.




*




Manly excused himself as soon as it looked like most of the guests had finished their desserts. “Party on without us. Don’t let the bedtime of an old man disrupt your fun.” He stood and held out his hand to me. “Bliss, if you wouldn’t mind walking with me.”

The Duke of Hardison was on his feet and held my chair back for me, an old gentleman to the end.

I rose and took Manly’s hand.

“Thank you all for coming to celebrate with us on the eve of the most momentous day of my life,” Manly said. “Until the morning.”

We walked arm in arm down the long corridor. I was sure his pride had taken a hit asking me to walk with him. But without me, or someone, to support him, the long walk and the flight of stairs to his second-floor suite would have been too much. And he had wanted a word.

Manly’s butler was waiting for him in his suite. Harris helped settle Manly in his favorite chair. It wasn’t easy for Manly to get comfortable these days, and the long day had been hard on him. Manly sent his faithful manservant away, asking for a few minutes of privacy with me.

“Of course, your grace. Text me when you’re ready for me.” With that, Harris departed.

Manly patted the upholstered chair next to him. “Sit, please.” He began coughing.

I poured him a glass of water and brought it to him, hovering. The youthful glow he’d had earlier in the day was gone, replaced with hollow cheeks, dark circles beneath his eyes, and a tired look of resignation.

“Thank you.” He indicated the chair again and took a deep breath to stifle another cough. “When you get old, everything chokes you up.” He frowned.

I sat and pulled my chair closer to his, taking his hand. “You have something you want to tell me?”

He smiled softly, crinkling his lined face. “Oh, Bliss, even your name makes me happy.” He patted my hand and took it in his. “I wish I could make you as happy as you make me.” He raked his gaze over me. From a young man, the look would have been flattering, even hot.

I fought to suppress a shudder. At one time, Manly had been a ladies’ man, the man women wanted—charming, rich, and titled. From what I’d heard, his appeal had lasted into his sixties when he’d married his last wife, the one before me. Even now, he had the mechanics of how to run his gaze over a woman in the most flirtatious way possible down. But at this point, skill level was moot. His aged body and face kept the look from being anything more than slightly amusing.

Lust clearly glittered in his eyes. And something more. I would have called it love if I’d had the nerve. But I was in denial. I didn’t want his love—not romantic love, anyway. Affection I could handle.

“We have an arrangement that suits us both,” he said. “I know that as well as anything.” He hesitated. “On this last night of our freedom, I wanted to set things straight. I’ve been a coward until now, but no couple should go into their marriage under false pretenses.” He licked his dry lips and took another sip of water.

I looked at him with concern, my heart hammering. I wanted to pull my hand away, look away, run away. But I forced myself to hold his gaze. My woman’s intuition warned me I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. That it would change the nature of the relationship I’d agreed to and prepared myself for. But destiny would march on and I was backed into a corner. I knew what I wanted and what price I would pay. I steeled myself to hear him out and arranged my face into a placid expression.

“Over the course of my long life, I’ve loved many women and had fun with many more. I had three wives and dozens of mistresses. One-night stands. Short affairs and long.” He got a faraway look in his eyes and lapsed into silence, as he was prone to do, sometimes even dozing off for a few seconds and losing his train of thought.

I was actually hoping this was one of those times.

He came back to the present too quickly. His voice was raspy and soft with emotion as he continued. “One would think I’d be content with that. By any tabulation, I’ve had more than my share. But my heart has always been its own instrument. Easy to fall in love. Easy to fall out. Easy to run away with itself.”

He squeezed my hand, repositioning it between both of his. “You might think that I’ve become a foolish old man. That my old heart has become weak and sentimental. That I’m grasping for the last bit of something that will make me feel alive. But I know my own heart. And you would be wrong. I have never felt like this before. I have never known love like this before. This deep. This poignant.”

He looked almost guilty, and way too hopeful, as he stared into my eyes. “I love you, Bliss. With every part of my being. With every breath I have left.”

I stiffened.

He lowered his gaze, smart enough not to try to read my expression, and laughed to himself, or at himself, shaking his head. I was glad he couldn’t meet my gaze and see the sadness, sympathy, and panic in mine. I didn’t love him back, not like that.

“You can’t imagine the agony I’m in, being young of mind and old of body. Knowing this body repulses you. Knowing you can’t accept my love. Longing for you. Aching for you with an urgency I’ve never felt for anyone else. Knowing that even if you were willing, I couldn’t do with you what I imagine, what I’d like to do. What I could in my prime. I want you more than I can remember wanting any woman in my very long life.”

This was so horribly awkward. And unexpected. I’d really had no idea he felt this way. “Manly, I—”

“Don’t.” He patted my hand gently, like I was a child. “You don’t have to explain. I know you don’t love me. I know you don’t want me, not like I want you. That isn’t part of the bargain. And if I’m honest, I can’t say I blame you. If our ages were reversed”—he hazarded a glance at me—”I daresay the feelings would be reversed. As a young man, I would never have had the courage to marry a woman more than seventy years my senior. I would have been disgusted at the mere thought. You’re braver and more determined than I am or ever was.” He paused and took a breath.

“No,” he said. “I’m superficial. That’s what they say. Maybe it’s true. Even as I aged, I had a penchant for young women of a certain age. Your age. I’ve continued to grow old, but the wives I take are always young. People think it’s just lust. But it’s as much the youthful mind and spirit I appreciate as a beautiful body.” He swallowed hard. “I don’t blame you for being repulsed. It’s not shallow. It’s natural.”

There was a beat of silence. I was stunned. I didn’t know what to say.

“Don’t worry, my dear, I won’t force myself on you. Not that I could.” He laughed at himself. The sound was hollow and heartbreaking. “Of course, if you saw your way…” He lifted an eyebrow, looking old and lecherous.

I stiffened and went cold.

He laughed at himself again. “Ah.” He swallowed hard. His shriveled Adam’s apple bobbed, sticking out horribly in his old throat. “Sometimes I look in the mirror and startle myself. Who is that old fool looking back at me? In my mind, I’m still in my prime.” He patted my hand again. “I admire you for the courage of your convictions. For the courage to fight convention to get what you want.”

“Duke, you and I are kindred spirits there,” I said as gently as I could. “That’s the fun part of this arrangement.”

He laughed, really laughed this time. “And that’s part of why I fell in love with you. If the age gap wasn’t so great, we would have been perfect for each other.”

“Yes.” I really did agree with him there. If he’d been closer to my age, we might have been a fantastic match. I could have fallen in love with him. “You might be right.”

He glanced sheepishly at me again. “Now that you know how I feel, does it change things? If you want out of this bargain, I’ll release you. Even at this late hour.”

I shook my head vehemently. “Never. Not if you can restrain your passion.” I raised an eyebrow, trying to lighten the mood.

He looked relieved and smiled at my joke, but the sadness and regret didn’t leave his eyes. “You don’t feel like a baby machine? I never want you to feel like a broodmare.”

Trying to provide an heir was part of our deal.

I shook my head. “I love children. Love them. I’ve always wanted children before I got too old,” I said. “Right now, there’s no one else I want to breed with anyway.”

“Damned by faint praise.” He got a rueful look on his old face.

Once again, I regretted not knowing the young Manly. “Having a little duke of my own is my dream, too. I can raise him as I like. Be a completely different kind of mom from my mother. He’ll be my boy.” I really did want someone to love.

The duke nodded. “Artificial insemination, then?”

“That’s what we agreed,” I said. “It still makes the most sense. It’s the safest way to get a boy. We may only get one chance.”

“Yes,” he said, his expression like that of a little boy who’s been denied a cookie. “With my younger seed, spun in a centrifuge to separate the Ys from the Xs, and frozen for this occasion.”

He’d started having sperm frozen in his late eighties. He paused. “Not the most romantic story to tell a child.”

“Why would I tell our boy how he was conceived?” I asked.

The duke got a hopeful look. “You’ll let him think his old man still had it at a hundred?”

I laughed. “Why not?”

He shot me a grateful look. “And as we’ve discussed, no one must ever know this marriage was never consummated officially.”

“Cross my heart,” I said, withdrawing my hand from his to make the gesture. “I’d be in more trouble than you would.” I shrugged. “Fortunately, no one is going to be in to watch us do the deed or check the sheets in the morning, are they?”

Manly cackled. “Certainly not.”

“Good thing,” I said. “I haven’t been a virgin for years.”

“Now that that’s out of the way.” His expression became serious. “I have to warn you, Bliss, darling. Stay away from Ren.”

My heart stopped. I clenched my hands in my lap, worried Manly had picked up on the attraction between Ren and me.

“More than anyone else, Ren reminds me of myself when I was young—incapable of long-term monogamy. Into himself. Ambitious. Adventurous. A risk-taker. Charming enough to talk his way into anything and any woman’s heart. Thinking of only himself. He’ll only break hearts.” He looked thoughtful. “I have no regrets for myself, but the women who loved me deserved better. You deserve the best, Bliss. Don’t let Ren beguile you. He’ll use you to get what he wants. And what he wants is this estate.”




***











CHAPTER FOUR




I left Manly to his butler and bed. It was still early. The party had moved from the dining room to the salon. Muted sounds of laughter and conversation floated up the stairs. I didn’t want to think. I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. I needed a drink and the company of anyone who’d talk to me, anything to distract me.

At night, the castle halls and stairs were only dimly lit. Most of the walls were still bare stone in a nod to its medieval roots. The entire lighting system needed an upgrade. Shadows crouched in corners and spread long, extending the darkness. It was easy to feel as if eyes watched you. The paintings of Manly’s ancestors did nothing to quell the feeling. I hurried along.

As I came down the stairs, I couldn’t help imagining the walk I’d make down them tomorrow to marry a man I didn’t love and who wasn’t supposed to love me. That was the agreement and had been from the beginning—affection, politeness, gentleness, and friendship. Partners, nothing more.

During our short long-distance negotiations, he’d kept his feelings hidden well. Now a cocktail of emotions welled in me, not the least of which was guilt. How could I live with a man who loved me the way he professed he did? Even though I had some affection for him, I was unsettled by it. And how fair was that to him? A bride shouldn’t go to her wedding wishing her groom would die. Although, to be fair, that wasn’t precisely what I wanted. I wasn’t cruel or evil, but nor did I want a long, protracted life together.

Since my thoughts wouldn’t obey, I tried to compose my face. I needed the practice if I was going to fool the crowd tomorrow. Pretending to be in love with Manly was part of the game. I looked to the spot marked for Manly to stand during the ceremony. Directly above hung a portrait of him painted when he was in his early forties. It was a breathtaking picture of a man who looked like a Hollywood celebrity from a period piece.

I came down the stairs and stopped at a spot with the best view of it. It was a masterpiece. Every brush stroke painted Manly to life and gave him texture and vigor in a way a photograph couldn’t. Manly wore expensive clothes of the period—a double-breasted navy suit, an elegant patterned tie in muted colors. His eyes were dark and snapping, his expression amused and arrogant, confident to the point of cruel. He held a pipe and leaned insouciantly against a chair, as if life was all a big game and he was the master of it.

His hair was slicked back into a pompadour, a conservative one by modern standards, the precursor to the wild pompadours the bad boys of the fifties wore. But it was edgy for its day. Despite the calm pose, he had a wild, sensual power about him. I could only imagine how untamed and rugged, almost frighteningly handsome he would have been with his hair natural and free instead of slicked down.

The picture nearly took my breath away. The artistry and skill of the painter. The heat of the man. Would the real man have taken my heart, too?

I strained to see any likeness between the man in the painting and the man who’d just professed his love for me. Except for the sparkle in his eyes, I saw very little. The only similarity I saw was to Ren.

Maybe I could have been swept away by that man in the picture. Maybe the wizened old woman I would become would have repulsed the Manly in the picture. We’d never know.

“It’s a very good likeness. Or so I’m told.”

I jumped at the sound of Ren’s voice.

He came up behind me, carrying a bottle of scotch, no doubt my hundred-year-old. “Trying to work up some enthusiasm for the wedding night? He was a fine specimen of manhood in his prime. The good looks run in the family.”

“Don’t you have some virgins to sacrifice or something?” I said in the iciest voice I could manage.

He laughed.

I didn’t trust myself to look at him. As handsome as Manly was in his portrait, he paled compared to the flesh-and-blood Ren and his careless attitude and charisma.

“Lusting after another woman’s husband?” Ren came up beside me and studied the picture. “If family history is accurate, he was married to his first duchess at the time that was painted. Sadly, she died young and childless. Cancer.” He paused. “They were married here at the castle. Family tradition. My uncle married all of his duchesses here.”

“You’re saying I shouldn’t feel special? I’m not the first woman to walk these stairs as his bride?” I crossed my arms, refusing to look at Ren for fear my reluctance to make that walk would show. I forced a laugh. “You think I don’t know?”

“I’m saying be careful. They all died young. Call it the Manly curse. The castle has a dark history associated with Manly’s brides. Marrying you here, he’s risking this marriage being short and childless, too.”

“That’s nonsense. Unrelated data points strung together to make a story.” If he was trying to scare me off, he was taking the wrong approach. Hoping that my marriage would be short was too strong. I would never consciously wish Manly dead. However, I expected my marriage to be short. With a groom as old as Manly, how could it be otherwise? And if it were childless, the castle would still be mine. But I couldn’t say any of that aloud without giving Ren the fodder he was looking for.

Ren took a step in closer to me. “I don’t suppose Uncle has told you about the white lady, our most tragic, and possibly oldest, ghost. She walks the halls at night looking for her lost lover, trying to free him before her husband kills him. Her husband murdered her in a fit of passion on their wedding night while all of his guests were still celebrating in the great hall. Somehow, he found out she’d been unfaithful with one of his knights. She’d fallen in love with the knight and lain with him the night before her wedding, giving him her virginity. Romantically, she wanted one night of love and passion before bedding the old duke.

“As the story goes, my ancestor locked the knight in the dungeon and tortured him in the most gruesome ways possible before killing him and throwing his body into the lake, forever separating him from his lady love. The white lady is eternally unhappy in love. It’s bad luck for any bride-to-be to see her before their wedding.”

I gave him a sidelong glance. “Her lover was the knight who haunts the lake?”

“The very one.”

I rolled my eyes. “Manly’s mentioned the white lady. But I haven’t heard anything about her being bad luck.”

“Of course you haven’t. Uncle is a savvy man. He has kept her curse under wraps.” He whispered in my ear, “You think he wants to scare his brides off? He has enough trouble finding women who will marry him as it is. Without a vindictive ghost sabotaging him, it took him twenty years to find you.” He sounded amused, but his comment was barbed.

I let it roll off. He was trying to get under my skin. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you. Your story is a little too convenient.”

“Suit yourself.” Ren continued studying the painting. “There’s a business reason to hide the white lady as well. Weddings are big business. One of many moneymaking options Uncle has considered over the years is renting the castle out for weddings. He hasn’t been desperate enough. Yet. He still thinks this place can survive as a private residence only. He prefers to marry money. But should it come to that, the possibility of a curse on couples who marry here would put a damper on a lucrative business opportunity.”

“You’re terrible.” But I had to admire his quick thinking. Intelligence in a man was hot. “And quick on your feet. You have a lie for everything.”

“You think I’m lying?” He laughed.

I shrugged, trying to hide my admiration of his ability. He was smooth and lied with the best of them. “If the shoe fits…”

His gaze raked over me. “There is plenty of documentation in the library, a diary of sightings and the things she’s supposedly done over the years. If you’re interested in a bedtime story, I know exactly where the journal is. I’d be more than happy to read it to you and tuck you into bed.”

Be still my rampaging pulse. “Another time, perhaps.”

“After you’re safely my aunt?” He gave me a lusty look. “That hardly seems appropriate.”

I suddenly wasn’t sure whether I was more afraid of myself and my desire for him or the nebulous ghost story he’d invented.

“Another time may be too late.” He looked around the castle. “So many ghosts here.” He glanced at his uncle’s picture and whispered, “If the white lady comes for you, my uncle will be no help. Once he hears your scream, if he hears it, it will take him the better part of an hour just to get out of bed. I’m just down the hall. I’ve been fighting ghosts half my life. I’ll protect you. Catch me in a good mood, I might even help you break her curse.”

“The last thing I need is your help breaking anything.” Including the vows I was about to say in the morning. I took a deep breath to steady myself and lifted my chin. “If you’re trying to scare me with ghost stories, you’re wasting your breath.”

But my heart was racing, and not from fear. I turned and met his eye. “I love a good ghost story. I live for the thrill. If I have the pleasure of meeting the white lady, I’ll happily give her a shoulder to cry on. Men can be such beasts.” I leaned close and spoke softly, for his ears only. “And if that was a come-on, you need to work on your pickup lines. The advice is free. You’re welcome.”

I brushed past him, heart still hammering wildly. His laughter followed me down the hall.

Just outside the door to the salon, I paused to compose myself. I’d known Ren only a few hours and already he’d managed to get beneath my skin in a way no other man had. Snubbing him and walking away was harder than it should have been.

As I willed my pulse to stop racing, I overhead two women talking just inside the door.

“It’s just like Ren to show up and cause trouble.”

“He’s not causing trouble. Not yet.” I recognized Lady Ellen’s voice. She sounded more amused than put out. “Be reasonable. Ren couldn’t very well not attend his uncle’s wedding. He’s Manly’s nearest living relative and heir.”

“Only because he killed his older brother,” the other woman said.

I went cold. Ren, a murderer?

“Really, I caution you, proceed with care,” Lady Ellen said. “Ren was barely twenty-one at the time. There’s no proof. Only rumor and innuendo.”

“He slept with his brother’s fiancée weeks before the wedding. He wanted everything William had—the title Will was to inherit and the woman he was going to marry. It’s never been a secret that Ren is, and always has been, jealous and utterly ruthless. Too much time spent with his American mother in the States. And now William, the good one and Manly’s hope for the estate, and poor, beautiful Zoe, are dead, drowned. Left for dead in a submerged car in the river by Ren. That’s indisputable. Now poor Manly, having to marry American trash on his deathbed in a valiant attempt to save his dynasty.”

American trash? If that was how she saw me, my acting was better than I thought.

Lady Ellen sighed. “The coroner ruled their deaths accidental. It was a tragic accident. For everyone, including Ren.”

“And yet Ren comes out alive,” the other woman said. Her tone was harsh and cold, her mind made up based on untruths.

I despised her already.

“He delayed getting help,” she continued in the same judgmental tone. “Ren knew Will and Zoe were drowning and didn’t help them. That’s murder in my book. Ren is the only one who knows the truth, and he’s not talking. Not that we could believe his version of the events anyway.”

I put a hand to my stomach. I couldn’t listen to any more of this from some faceless, sanctimonious bitch. Ren, a murderer? I couldn’t believe it. Maybe his beauty blinded me. But no, he didn’t seem the type. Maybe he knew a thing or two about ghosts after all.

I turned and walked away. I’d lost my appetite for partying and company. It turned out my own thoughts were less twisted than the party conversation I’d craved. What had I expected? I didn’t have any friends here.

I returned to my room feeling uneasy. My fantasies of an uncomplicated life as the next best thing to a princess in a castle were quickly evaporating. I comforted myself with the knowledge that by tomorrow afternoon they’d all be gone, every last guest, including my parents, departed for home. Manly had insisted.

When I opened my room door, I was greeted by a stiff fall breeze. A storm had rolled in during dinner. It had been rattling the windows downstairs, but I was sure I hadn’t left the window open.

A chill crawled down my spine. Someone had been in my room. The flutter of white curtains startled me. For a second, I imagined the flutter of long white sleeves and an apparition disappearing through the window. I put a hand to my heart. Damn Ren and his ghost stories. When I blinked, the curtains were just curtains blowing in the wind.

Furious at myself for letting Ren get to me, I strode to the window, closed it, and latched it firmly. No chance it would blow open again.

I stood in the center of the room, rubbing my arms. Nothing appeared to be missing but my sense of calm. Too many ghost stories. One of the staff must have been in and not properly latched the window after airing the room. Logical, simple, and probably true.

The castle was cold under the best conditions. My window must have been open a while. My room was freezing. The room had a fireplace, but it hadn’t been used in years. When I got my hands on this castle, I was going to do more than freshen the linens. I was going to update and upgrade. A gas fireplace would be a nice addition to this room. I turned on a space heater.

Manly Manor was one of the most haunted places in England. But her ghosts weren’t haunting me. Ren’s were. Had he really left his brother and his brother’s fiancée to drown? Was he capable of murder? For a title that was almost useless these days?

As I fell onto my back on my bed, exhausted, I jostled the bed. The old bedframe creaked. Something landed with a thud beside my head. I sprang back up to a sit, heart racing.

A crumbling leather journal sat on the bed next to me. I went cold. Someone had been in. And left me a present. It must have been propped up in the pillows where I hadn’t noticed it.

Stifling the urge to scream, I gingerly opened the journal, hoping it didn’t crumble to ashes at my touch. It felt ancient, as if it belonged in a museum, like so much in this house. And as if I should have been wearing white cotton gloves to protect this antique book. There, written in elegant, old-fashioned handwriting on the first page—Ghost sightings at Manly Manor.
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CHAPTER FIVE




Ren. Way to make a point.

I stifled a hysterical laugh with a hand over my mouth. Truthfully, I didn’t know whether to be angry at myself for being so easily frightened, or at Ren. Maybe I should have been flattered. This was a brilliant spur-of-the-moment practical joke. I had to admit to being a little bit pleased he’d gone to such great lengths to prove his story. And to hoping he’d gotten a good look at my wedding lingerie and was the tiniest bit jealous. Just punishment for being so stubborn.

I usually didn’t bother locking my door. Why would I in what was to be my own home? The only people here were staff, friends, and family. So it was foolish, maybe, but I locked the door before I settled in for a little light ghost-story reading. Ren wasn’t scaring me off so easily. If he wanted into my room again, he was going to have earn his place in it.

I got ready for bed and settled in beneath the covers with the old book in my lap and the bedside lamp on. The book was thick. The pages were yellowed. I grabbed a washcloth from the en suite bathroom and gently turned the pages. Reading the old-fashioned handwriting was a chore, but I was soon completely engrossed. Year after year. Hundreds of sightings of the white lady by all classes of people, from staff and cleaning ladies to a well-regarded prime minister. Manly Manor had been host to many dignitaries and important people over the years. No-nonsense people. People who weren’t easily frightened.

Each sighting was chilling in its own way. But the most frightening was recorded over twenty years ago. The white lady had appeared to my predecessor on the eve of her wedding to Manly. She woke from a deep sleep to find the white lady standing at the foot of her bed, staring at her. The description was so vivid it was like the duchess had written the entry herself, and maybe she had. The entries were clearly written by different people over the years.

I wasn’t afraid of ghosts, but I looked around the room, jumping at shadows, tempted for the moment to hide beneath the covers. The last duchess had died tragically. The book suddenly burned in my hands, right through the washcloth I was holding to protect it. If the journal hadn’t been so old and fragile, I would have hurled it across the room. Instead, I slid out of bed and carried it gingerly to the vanity across the room, where I slid it into an empty drawer, out of sight.

I had no reason to doubt the journal’s authenticity. There was only one conclusion I could draw—Manly had, indeed, omitted the poor white lady’s curse from the ghosts he’d told me about. Maybe out of kindness. There was no reason to needlessly scare me, after all.

I’d been brave, too, until that last entry. I’d read the taped news clippings. Studied the photographs guests had taken from the grounds of the white lady in the window. Kept my composure as I realized the white lady haunted the second-floor bedroom chambers and hall, right where I was. She appeared dressed in a flowing white medieval gown and liked to unnerve guests by looking them directly in the eye. She could often be seen from the grounds below, looking out from a second-floor bedroom window that was described with some detail and shown with excruciating clarity in one of the photos.

I knew that window—it was mine, this room’s. Manly had given me my pick of rooms. I’d chosen this one, been drawn to it. In the morning, it had plenty of sunlight, and the view of the gardens was exceptional. Manly hadn’t warned me of the other occupant. But then, I hadn’t told him which room I’d chosen.

According to the book, Manly had been as intrigued with the white lady as I was now. He’d even hired an Oxford historian to trace the white lady’s myths and see if there was any truth behind them. It appeared there was. A young bride had fallen out the window on her wedding night during the fourteen hundreds and broken her neck and died on the stones below. Rumors abounded that her new husband had thrown her from the window in a fit of jealous rage. The next day, one of his most trusted knights disappeared. Rumors that the knight had been the bride’s lover and the husband had killed him as well haunted the husband the rest of his life. The husband had the stones the lady had died on dug up and hauled away.

The lady was buried in the village chapel beneath an effigy of herself next to her husband of less than a day, their hands clasped. Apparently so he could keep an eye on her through eternity. The book included a photo. I’d seen those graves before on my one visit to the chapel. At the time, I’d thought it was charming and romantic the way their hands were joined. Now I shuddered.

The white lady, Manly, and Ren were all on my mind as I finally fell asleep with the light on in the small hours of the morning. I supposed no bride-to-be sleeps well the night before her wedding. But I woke with a start to the sound of a slam and something banging.

I sat upright in bed. The room was cold again, colder than it had been. My window was open. Drops of rain pelted the window ledge. The shutters banged back and forth. Outside, a squall raged.

I flicked on the light. Shivering, I pulled a gossamer robe on over my thin silk nightgown and closed the window. The carpet squished under my feet beneath the window where the rain had come in and soaked it. A joke was a joke, but this had gone too far. I heard a door slam down the hall and running footsteps outside my door.

I tried to fling open my door to go after the perp. My dramatic entrance was foiled. My door was still locked from the inside. I frowned. More footsteps. I grabbed the nearest thing for self-defense—an umbrella. Not ideal, but at least it was sturdy and had a sharp, pointy end good for gouging. I unlocked the door with trembling fingers and dashed into the dark hall, an umbrella-wielding avenger and ghost hunter.

The lights were completely off. The hall was dark, perfect for flying bats and ghosts, not for me. The only light slanted in from my open door. Which direction had the footsteps gone? I looked around wildly. First to my left. As I turned to my right—

A hand encircled my wrist, disarming me of my weapon before I could even hit the self-open button. Hey, an open umbrella scared vicious dogs, so why not a ghost? The umbrella clattered to the floor and rolled away as my assailant pressed me against the cold stones of the wall with my wrists pinned.

“It’s you.” Ren’s voice belonged in the dark like the forbidden caress that it was. Even surprised, he sounded amused. “My mistake. I thought you were the white lady.”

“Me? Because we look so much alike, a murdered woman and me.”

“Flowing white robe, pale, creamy skin, skimpy gown.” His gaze fell to my heaving chest. “You can understand my mistake.”

Damn him. He had to feel my nipples poking into his chest, too. “Douchebag.” I squirmed, trying to free myself.

“Me? I’m not the one impersonating a ghost. What did I do?” he whispered against my neck.

He was very much flesh and blood. In the cold hallway, his heat was enticing in every way. Under different circumstances, I would have loved to curl into him. Instead, my heart beat like a rabbit’s and I fought every animal urge I had.

I didn’t answer.

“You heard it too?” he said.

I nodded, not trusting him. This could all be part of his joke. “I heard a thump and someone running in the hall.”

He nodded toward the umbrella. “And went ghost hunting with an umbrella?”

“Better than coming out empty-handed.”

He laughed. “Who’s unarmed? I have a knife in my pocket.”

Now that he mentioned it, I felt it. He was pressed that tightly against me. “You were expecting a living person, too, then.”

He still had my wrists pinned against the wall. “You didn’t answer my question—what did I do?”

“Left me some late-night reading,” I said. “In case I couldn’t sleep? Very thoughtful of you. The white lady journal isn’t the most calming. Next time maybe Bluebeard or some Poe? And a glass of spoiled milk.”

“What are you talking about?” In the sliver of light, he was breathtaking, and looked honestly perplexed.

“You didn’t leave me the journal?” I was too aware of the hard planes of his body pressed against mine to think as clearly as I needed. My body was betraying me. So many points of contact—my breasts and his chest, our thighs, my wrists held tight in his grip. I was his captive in more ways than I wanted to admit.

He studied me. “Where is this book?”

“Let me go and I’ll show you.” It was my duty to protest, but I wasn’t completely sure I wanted my freedom.

He lifted one eyebrow and gazed into my eyes. There was that damn connection again, so powerful it made my knees weak. Good thing he had me pinned to the wall like a prize butterfly. My breath caught. My heart had no intention of slowing, and I was mesmerized.

“You’re not putting up much of a fight.”

“Unless I fight dirty, I don’t stand much chance of getting free. And really, I’d hate to put a knee to that lovely groin of yours.”

He didn’t flinch. He grinned. “Lovely groin? Have you been eyeing me? I’m flattered. I could give you a closer look.” He pressed up even more firmly against me.

This wasn’t going well. If anyone came into the hall now, they’d get the wrong impression.

My mouth was dry. I licked my lips. “The damn cursed thing is in my bedroom.”

He angled his face toward mine, a breath between us and a kiss I knew I’d regret.

I turned my face away. “Come take a look if you don’t believe me.”

“Subtle. I didn’t say I don’t believe you.” He released me so suddenly that I nearly collapsed into him. “It was only a matter of time before you lured me to your room.”

“Can we stop with the games?” I said, rubbing my wrists to rid myself of the branding heat of his touch. “Do you want to see it or not?”

“If you insist.” He stooped and scooped up my umbrella.

“I do. I can make a point as well as you can. And you can do me the favor of getting that horrid book out of my room.” My voice shook. I was losing my bravado. The journal, and him, had upset me more than I liked to admit.

He grabbed me by my wrist and hauled me into my room, pulling the door closed quietly behind us. Quite a trick with a door and hinges so old they creaked with the slightest provocation. I had to give it to him. He was smart enough not to want to be caught with me or wake the other guests, who were all sleeping like the dead.

He tossed my umbrella casually aside and stood indecently close to me, still gripping my wrist. “You didn’t see anyone or anything?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

He relaxed. In the full light, he was less threatening, but more beautiful and intense. More dangerous to me. I wanted him with an ache that would never ease. I wanted him the way love songs speak of desire. Just one taste of his forbidden fruit. One tumble in his bed. One night to last a lifetime. One night before I sacrificed myself on the altar of a marriage of convenience.

He wanted me, too. Desire emanated from him. It was written on his face and in his stance. I was on a razor-thin edge, torn between stepping into him and stepping away. One-sided desire was one thing, but mutual heat had all kinds of possibilities. The regret from not acting on it would be a lifetime of torture. If only. If only. After tomorrow, I’d be married. I’d be ruined for him. He’d hate me for everything I’d taken from him. There was only tonight, but neither of us trusted the other. Falling into bed with him would leave me at the mercy of fate and my mother. And even Ren. I honestly didn’t know which I feared most.

I clenched my fists and straightened my spine.

“It’s frigid in here.” His gaze held mine.

Nice choice of words, I thought. “The wind blew the window open. At first I thought that was what woke me.”

He pulled me up close against him. “We could start a fire.”

I wrenched my wrist free of his grip and took a step away from him. “If we trusted the fireplace. It hasn’t been used in years.” If I trusted you.

If he was startled, he didn’t show it. He turned away from me and looked around slowly. Recognition dawned. I swore he shuddered, but given everything that had happened, I might have imagined it.

“I haven’t been in this room since I was…young.” He got a faraway look in his eyes. But if he was remembering something from this room, it wasn’t pleasant. “Uncle boarded this room up after…years ago. I’m surprised he’s letting you stay here.” He returned his focus to me.

“I’m not sure he knows,” I said, accidentally letting it slip how confined Manly was. He didn’t move about the castle much. He stayed mostly to his suite of rooms.

“You should have told him.” Ren’s voice was hard.

I was surprised he was taking Manly’s side on anything. “Why? All the other rooms were full. This room has a pleasant view and a cozy feel to it. We cleaned it up. Added a few fresh linens. What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s bad luck.” He looked around again with his jaw set.

“That’s it? Bad luck?” I relaxed.

“It’s the most haunted room in the castle.” He looked haunted himself. “The white lady fell to her death from that window.”

“I know,” I said softly, wondering what he was thinking and what this room really meant to him. I restrained myself from asking. I couldn’t afford to be sympathetic. “I read the book.”

“The book.” He held out his hand.

The book was in the drawer where I’d left it. I grabbed it and held it out to him.

He took it slowly and studied it. “This is it?”

I nodded, not understanding his puzzled reaction. “Take that…that thing back to the library.”

“This isn’t the diary.” He raised his gaze to mine.

“Of course it is.” I flipped it open to the first page. “See?”

He shook his head. “It’s a diary chronicling the ghost sightings. But not the one from the library. Not the one I know. I’ve never seen this before.”

His certainty sent a shiver up my back.

“Stop it,” I said, wrapping my arms around myself. “The joke’s over.”

“Maybe, but it’s not mine.” He took a step closer to me.

“Then whose?”

“I have no idea. Not afraid of ghosts?” He set the book down. “Then why have you gone so pale?” He swept me up in his arms.

“I—”

“Don’t stay here tonight. Not with everything that’s happened. I promised I’d protect you from any big, bad ghosts. I have a nice, deep bed in the least haunted room in this place.” He lifted an eyebrow. His eyes were dark and round. His hands were hot and tantalizing on my back.

And I was tempted. So very tempted. Before I could answer, he caught the back of my head. His lips came down on mine. In the heat of the moment, I forgot myself. For just an instant, I relaxed into him. Into the comfort of his fearlessness. Into the attraction that went against all reason. I let him nibble my lips. Let him slide his tongue into my mouth and his knee between my legs.

As his hand slid up my thigh, inching up my short silk nightgown around my waist, sanity returned. I pushed him away. “Get out.” I shoved the book at him. “And take this with you.”

He looked almost contrite. Almost. “Bliss. I’m sorry. I’ll sleep here tonight—”

I stuttered, unable to speak. My finger shook as I pointed toward the door.

“You take my room for the night,” he said, laughing. “The white lady has no beef with me. But you…you’re the bride. If you see her—”

My whole arm trembled with anger as I kept pointing. “Do you want Manly throwing me out a window? Out.” I pulled my robe around tighter.

A ghost of a smile played on his face. “Last chance.”

I looked away so he wouldn’t see my lie. I wanted him to stay. “You should go.”

He hesitated. “Lock your door.”

I nodded, not telling him it had been locked before.

“And no investigating strange noises.” He grabbed my phone from my nightstand and typed his number in. Before I could stop him, he called his phone from mine. It rang in his pocket. He ignored it. “There. You have my number. Need anything, call. I’ll come running.”

I opened the door. “Don’t let anyone see you sneaking out.”

“Who said I’m sneaking?” He grinned. “And you’re welcome.”

I grabbed the door, ready to slam it, and frowned. “For what?”

“Breaking the curse.”

I didn’t have to guess at his meaning—I’d thrown my hot “lover” out. How could the white lady be jealous of that? I gripped the edge of the door so hard my knuckles turned white.

“I wouldn’t slam that if I were you.” He winked and said to himself, loud enough to make sure I heard as he walked away, “Twice in one day she can’t slam the door in my face. That has to be a record.”

I gently closed the door behind him, locked it, and leaned against it, breast heaving. I clenched my legs, remembering his knee between them, and swallowed hard. I’d be sleeping with the light on for the rest of the night, too.

I was climbing into bed when my phone dinged. I grabbed it. Ren had texted me an old rock song about being afraid of the dark and going crazy in the night. I couldn’t help grinning. Monsters in the closet? How about a ghost in my room? Damn him. He would have been so perfect. If only we were on the same side. If only circumstances were different. Story of my life—if we’d been born in the same generation, I could have loved the man I was going to marry. If not for my fiancé, I could have fallen in love with Ren.

I pulled the covers up over my head and played the song. I found myself smiling and hoping I didn’t need a drink of water in the middle of the night. I’d rather die of thirst than get out of this bed and face myself in the mirror. As I listened, I couldn’t help wondering—besides the small matter of murder hundreds of years ago, what had happened in this room? And why did it disturb Ren so much?
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CHAPTER SIX




I woke to the sound of rapping, rapping, gentle tapping, and then more pounding on my bedroom door.

“Bliss?” Pound, pound. “Bliss, are you awake? Are you okay?”

Julie and Faye.

I rubbed my eyes. The light was still on. And crap! I’d overslept. On my wedding day. But at least the white lady hadn’t frightened me to death in the night. “Coming!”

I bounded out of bed and opened the door for the women.

Julie held up a breakfast tray. “Surprise! We didn’t see you down at breakfast. Good idea. Why take the chance? Bad luck for the bride to be seen before the ceremony. Nice spread your new mister had set out, though. Too bad you missed it. We snagged you some of the choicest morsels.”

Behind her, Faye held up a tall thermal cup. “Coffee!” Her brow furrowed. “Force of habit. I really didn’t think you’d need caffeine on your wedding day. But you’d better enjoy it before you’re doomed to a life of tea.” She raised an eyebrow and ran an eye over me. “Maybe you do need it. What happened to you? You have major bedhead. You look like my nieces when they play under the covers.”

“Rough night.” I stood back to let them in.

“Since when did you start locking your door?” Julie asked as she set the tray on the bed.

“Since last night, when things started going bump in the night.” I glanced between the two of them. “Neither of you heard it? Out in the hall?”

They glanced between themselves.

“Not us,” Faye said. “Not down in the servants’ quarters.”

I rolled my eyes. “Sorry. I forgot.”

“Not to worry.” Faye handed me the coffee. “We’re very comfortable there. And no ghosts. Must not have been any servant tragedies in the castle’s history.”

“No servant wants to be doomed to walk the halls where they served,” Julie said to me. “Did you see one of the famous specters last night? Which one?”

Faye leaned forward and rubbed her hands. “I’m listening. This reminds me of Ghostbusters. It’s too bad you don’t have one of those ghost vacuums. I would love to see what you saw. I like being scared.”

“Yeah, too bad we don’t have any ghosts in the servants’ wing,” Julie said.

I sighed. “I didn’t see anything, no one and certainly no ghosts.”

“Then why did you sleep with the covers over your head and the light on?” Faye asked.

“How would you know I slept with the light on?”

“Gotcha!” Faye looked pleased. “Plus there was a beam of light coming out beneath your door before we heard you jump out of bed.”

“FYI, locking your door is not going to do squat. Ghosts can walk through walls,” Julie said. “It’s one of the perks of being stuck in a castle for eternity.”

“It wasn’t a ghost I was worried about,” I said.

Julie and Faye looked at each other again, but I didn’t elaborate.

“The castle has an alarm system, no?” Faye said. “If someone broke in—”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll take care of it. Probably just my imagination.” I didn’t mention the really creepy things—the book and the window.

“On to other ghosts, ghosts of the past. The castle is abuzz with gossip,” Faye said. “We’ll fill you in while you eat, if you like.”

I sat on the bed and lifted the lid on my breakfast, glad to see some good old American scrambled eggs, pastries, and fruit. I couldn’t stomach a full English. “Entertain me.”

“It’s mostly about the nephew and heir, Renton.” Faye began arranging her beauty implements.

“Ren?”

She nodded. “As gorgeous a man as I’ve ever laid eyes on. Perfect hair. I’d love to get my hands on it. Or in it.” Faye laughed. “Tragically unlucky in love, poor boy.”

“Really?”

“You haven’t heard?” Julie asked. “As well as being tight asses, your upper crust associates must be tight-lipped. Ren was in love with his brother’s fiancée, that’s what they say.”

“Who’s they?” I took a bite of my pastry, ignoring their insults to my class. They were poking fun as usual.

“The cleaning staff, the chef’s staff, the delivery guys, the butcher, everyone from the village who comes in to work here.” Faye’s eyes danced. “Ren was devastated when she died in a tragic accident with his older brother.” She paused. “The thing is, most people don’t think it was an accident.”

I raised an eyebrow and dug into my eggs. “Really? Then what was it? Are you saying they were murdered? By who?”

“Murder? People won’t go so far, not to us,” Faye said. “Suspicious. They suspect the old duke covered up whatever really happened to save the dukedom. With no heir, and Ren was the only one left, the title would go extinct. And the old duke wouldn’t have that.” She gave me a pointed look. “As we all know.”

I shrugged.

“Whatever really happened, the aftermath is known. The duke was furious with Ren.” Julie began laying out her tools. She looked over her shoulder at me. “From all accounts, the older brother was the perfect heir, the fair-haired child, literally. Must have been hard living in the shadow of his golden halo.”

“His name was William,” Faye added. “Everyone raves about him. Everyone loved him.”

“He loved the castle, too,” Julie said. “Which endeared him to his uncle. He loved his uncle. Intelligent. Ambitious. Attentive. William had it all.”

“He even moved to the castle from London so the duke could groom him for the job,” Faye added. “The duke’s pregnant third duchess had died by then. He’d given up having a son of his own. The duke was nearly ninety. He was grooming the older brother. Training him how to run the estate. And then…”

“And then?” Even though I’d heard most of the story, I was riveted, eating my breakfast as if it was popcorn.

“After the brother died, Ren went off the deep end. Refused to come back to the castle since. Until now.”

“That’s quite the story,” I said between bites. “People really bent your ear.”

“They were eager to,” Faye said.

“And so my wedding has brought the errant heir back to the castle?”

“To protect his inheritance,” Julie said. “By any means possible.”

“It’s a real scandal,” Faye said. “The common consensus is that he should have stayed away. People are almost as scandalized by his return as by you marrying the old duke.”

“Almost?” I said. “I’m glad I still get the prize.”

Faye frowned. “Watch yourself, Bliss. You don’t know who you’re dealing with. Ren is dangerous.”

I laughed. “What can Ren do to me now? I have the upper hand. Any devious plan he’s concocted has failed.” Like seducing me.

I finished the last bite of my breakfast, surprised at the size of my appetite. Fending off temptation burned more energy than one would think.

I should have been relieved. The scandal surrounding Ren was better known than I’d imagined and would only make me look like a savior in comparison, scandalous age difference between Manly and me or not.

I wiped my mouth with my napkin. “I need a shower. Sorry. You ladies will have to work quickly again today. The wedding planner will be here soon.”




The schedule was simple. The ceremony would take place promptly at eleven in the morning. It would be followed by an elaborate wedding brunch, no expense spared. Topped off with a combination wedding and birthday cake and a champagne toast. No dancing. At Manly’s age?

By two in the afternoon, the guests would be leaving with expensive favor gifts in hand. Just in time for my groom’s afternoon nap. Later, we’d have a simple, private cold supper left for us by the chef. And so my new life would begin.

A honeymoon confined to the castle with the majority of the servants given the time off for a week. And then the work began—renovation. I would turn the abandoned east wing into a private apartment in preparation for making this place into a beautiful, profitable destination bed-and-breakfast and event center while still retaining it as our home. I’d worked hard to convince Manly of the need for the castle to support itself.

My job for today was to look beautiful and elegant. To be an ornament on Manly’s arm and appease his vanity. To smile and charm. To say my vows in a clear voice.

Faye styled my hair in loose waves that fell over my shoulders. Manly wanted me to have the gilded look of princess. Fresh, golden beauty. A blushing bride.

Julie took his wishes to heart and gilded the girl with every trick in her box. She applied warm radiance cream beneath my foundation and highlighted my cheeks with light pink blush. She shaped my brows, lined my eyes, and applied gold cream eye shadow over the inner corners, brown shadow on the lids and beneath my eyes. She applied rose-gold-hued highlighter to all the pertinent points of light on my face, including the tip of my nose. She finished the look with shiny pink gloss. When she was done, there were no signs of the dark circles beneath my eyes, or my lack of sleep. I looked as fresh as one of Manly’s Michaelmas daisies, almost innocent, and definitely gilded.

Moments after Julie and Faye finished my makeup, the wedding planner arrived to take charge. She brought a seamstress and an assistant from the designer with her in case the dress needed any last-minute alterations. My dress was a simple white couture gown with sheer side panels and a plunging V-neck. Beneath it I would wear a custom corset designed for the dress. It had a matching plunge and sheer sides. The designer’s assistant cinched me tightly into the corset. The dress fit like second skin over it, rippling when I walked, touching all the right curves of my body.

It was Faye’s turn to work again. She studded my hair with pearls and diamonds and pinned my veil to the back of my head with a diamond comb. My mother stopped by to approve the final look and then showed the florist in. I was handed the bouquet I’d selected—a collection of fall flowers, including Michaelmas daisies in a nod to Manly and his birthday.

Mom made an inspection, asked for a few picky changes, and finally gave her approval. “Very nice. You look lovely, Bliss.” She actually got a tear in her eye again. “Just as perfect as I imagined you’d look on your wedding day.” She leaned in and whispered, “I heard from his butler that the duke received your present this morning. A little lewd, wasn’t it?”

“He’s my groom, Mom.” I looked at myself in the mirror. If only I could make my smile reach my eyes. “Better he licks frosting off me than a stripper.”

Better still he licked frosting off an image of me.

I’d had a small chocolate birthday cake sent to Manly’s room before the ceremony. With a 3-D printed doll of me in my bridal lingerie baked in as if popping out of the cake as a surprise.

Manly would get it. Or at least I’d thought he would when I ordered it. After yesterday’s profession of love? I comforted myself that he’d still understand and appreciate it. It was all part of the illusion. All playing to his vanity. We’d agreed to a sexless marriage, but he didn’t have to be humiliated by others knowing. Out of respect, I maintained the façade of an eager bride.

Next, the photographer arrived to take pictures of me, me with my parents, and my side of the bridal party. I had insisted on following wedding tradition. Manly wouldn’t see me until the ceremony. Pictures of us together would have to wait until after the ceremony. Fortunately, the weather had cleared.

My entourage with me, we took pictures in the garden. I couldn’t help glancing up at my window, hoping I wouldn’t see a ghost. And maybe hoping I would see Ren. Was his room on this side of the castle? I didn’t know.

My darling little bridesmaids were so completely adorable, all wearing the matching diamond pendant necklaces I’d given them as a thank-you gift. They looked like tiny princesses in their white dresses. Little princesses with naturally pink cheeks and genuine smiles. Their excitement and sense of wonder lifted my spirits. With them, I could really smile. Taking pictures with them was the most fun I had all morning.

Finally, it was time. The wedding planner positioned me at the top of the stairs leading into the grand salon. My bridesmaids in front of me, I took my father’s arm.

He patted my hand. “You can still back out, Bliss.” He was serious. “You don’t have to do this for your mother’s sake. Fuck her. I’ll help my princess escape myself.” He nodded toward a suit of armor on the landing. “There’s a sword I can steal. We can fend them off, Bliss, you and me. We can take them.”

I took a deep breath. If only he was joking. “I’m fine, Dad.”

He sighed heavily, resigned to handing his princess off to an old man. As the sounds of harp music floated up to us—Manly had insisted on a harpist—the wedding planner sent my bridesmaids down the stairs. I watched their faces turn serious as they undertook their task and descended the stairs, their full skirts giving them the impression of dandelions floating on the breeze.

Suddenly, the string quartet joined in, playing the wedding processional. Dad patted my hand again. I began my descent toward marriage.

As the grand salon came into view, a sea of upturned faces watched me. Hats, so many gorgeous and monstrous and silly hats. Mom’s most of all.

The salon itself was more beautiful than I could have imagined. Everything polished to a sparkle. Fall floral arrangements everywhere. Rows of folding chairs decorated with ribbons for the guests, all facing the staircase and me. Sunlight from the fine fall day streamed in through the tall windows with their ancient glass.

Manly and his two old buddies, the dukes of Axton and Hardison, stood at the bottom of the stairs beneath the portrait of the young Manly.

Long ago, when I was little and afraid of being in front of an audience, the media coach Mom had hired for me told me to focus on something in the audience or room. It could be anything. Anything that gave me balance. As I came down the stairs, I latched on to the portrait of the young Manly. I held on to looking at it with everything I had. Manly stood beneath it, and though I gave the appearance of looking at him, I was staring at that portrait. He was the man I was marrying. The younger version. Solid and steady and handsome.

There was a moment, just a moment, when my morbid curiosity got the best of me. Was Ren in the audience? He had to be in the audience. He had to be. I had to see. My gaze swept the rows of folding chairs, past Mom in her ridiculous hat, to the groom’s side.

Ren sat in the front row, in the family “pew,” looking as if he hadn’t missed a wink of sleep. For a moment, I was taken aback anew by his sheer physical beauty and presence. By the pull between us that felt like it was tearing my heart in two. His dark blue, snapping eyes bored into me. His nearly black hair shone in the sunlight. The arrogant set of his features made him look haughty, like a proud medieval duke. He was arresting. Riveting. And somehow, despite his outward calm, his eyes were angry. Ren was young and vital, and I wanted him. But he wasn’t mine.

I’d stared at Ren too long. The crowd held its breath. Did they expect me to bolt at the last minute? Did they imagine that if I did, Dad would be right there beside me swinging a sword from an ancient suit of armor? I found Manly’s face and smiled as beautifully as I knew how at him.

I took one step and another. And another, trying not to favor my turned ankle. Forcing myself forward. Trying not to free-fall. One step at a time.

The closer I got, the more nervous and paler Manly looked. Sweat was beading on his forehead. Before I could register what was wrong, he gasped and clutched his chest. His knees buckled. Hardly tried to catch him, but was too slow and too weak. Manly fell to his knees.

My scream pierced the air.

Still clutching his chest, Manly toppled over. No. No. So close. So close. He couldn’t die.

Ren was on his feet in a second, so fast his chair banged over behind him.

“Help. Help! We need help!” Hardly yelled as I tried to break free of Dad’s grasp.

A sea of phones emerged from pockets and purses. Ren reached Manly first and knelt beside him. He pulled at Manly’s tie and loosened his shirt. “Give him space. He needs air. Doctor? Do we have a doctor in the house?”

I finally broke free of Dad, lifted my skirt, and ran to Manly, my heels clicking on the tile floor. I knelt beside Ren and stared into Manly’s eyes.

He tried to speak. Nothing came out. He reached his hand out. I reached for it, but he reached for Hardly instead, trying to pull him close.

Manly was trying desperately to convey something to Hardly. Hanby? Ann B? He was saying something.

Axe, who had finally managed to kneel next to him, leaned in closer and cocked an ear. “What?”

Manly’s words were coming out garbled now, but Axe seemed to understand what he was saying and nodded.

I sat on the floor at Manly’s head and brushed past Ren to cradle Manly’s head in my lap, stroking his thin gray hair. “Hang on. Hang on, Manly. Here’s the doctor now.”

A man pushed his way into the group.

Manly looked into my eyes. “I—”

His head relaxed. The life left his eyes.

The doctor took Manly’s pulse and turned to me with sympathetic eyes. “I’m terribly sorry. He’s gone.”




***











CHAPTER SEVEN




“No!” My wail of despair echoed through the stunned crowd and off the stone walls of the castle. I could almost hear the white lady laughing in the dark recesses of the second-floor corridor. “Manly.” I covered my eyes, bereft. Everything we’d both wanted gone. Manly’s legacy dead along with him. My head fell into my hands. I shook with sobs and shock.

Outside, the scream of arriving ambulances grew closer. Out of nowhere, strong, square hands grabbed my wrists and pulled me to my feet.

Ren caught me beneath the knees and scooped me into his strong arms. “Out of my way. I’m getting her out of here.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and burrowed my wet face in his neck as my tears continued to fall, aware of only him. Grateful. Afraid.

As he strode down the hall, taking me to who knew where, I felt every footstep. Heard every footfall echo. With my face burrowed into him, I couldn’t see his face. But when my parents tried to follow, he brushed them away, and, miraculously, they backed off.

Finally, he stopped and kicked open a door. He closed it behind us with his foot and carried me to a sofa. He sat, keeping me close on his lap, his arms wrapped tightly around me.

“You’re icy cold.” Somehow, he managed to shrug out of his suit jacket and wrap it around me.

I grabbed a handful of his freshly pressed shirt, hanging on to it as if for life.

Ren pressed my head against his shoulder. “It’s all right. Cry. Cry it all out. Cry as long as you want. I’ll scare away anyone who tries to interrupt you.” His voice was gentle and sweet and fierce at the same time, his reassurances a breath against my now disheveled hair.

The sirens came to a stop outside.

I was unaware of time as I cowered in Ren’s arms, listening to his reassuring utterances.

“This seems like the end of the world right now.” He stroked my hair. “I assure you, it’s not. You’ll get past this.”

I might have imagined it, but I swore I felt his lips on my hair.

When I’d finally cried myself out and had broken into dry sobs, someone knocked on the door.

Harris, Manly’s butler, poked his head in. “Sorry to disturb you, duke.”

Duke. The title caught us both off guard. I felt Ren stiffen.

“The coroner is here and the police need the next of kin.”

I lifted my head and wiped the tears from my cheeks, ready to go speak with them.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Harris said. “The duke is still the late duke’s nearest relative.”

Ren muttered some prize curses.

I nodded. “Go.”

He gently slid me off his lap onto the slick leather of the sofa. “Stay here. Compose yourself. I’ll be back as soon as I’m finished out there.” He turned to the butler. “Harris, get Miss Harper something to drink, however stiff she wants it.”

“Certainly, your grace.”

Ren paused at the door. I looked up just in time to meet his eye. Why did he look so apologetic? He turned and walked out.

“Ma’am?” Harris said. “What may I get you?”

“Water, please.” I took a deep breath. “And something for a headache.” I tried to smile. “I’m afraid I’m going to have a doozie.”

When Harris left, I looked around, interested for the first time in my surroundings. I realized with a start that we were in Manly’s private office. Light streamed in through a window, creating a grotesquely sunny atmosphere, given the circumstances. I’d only been in here a few times before, briefly. It was a manly room, pardon any pun. Filled with large, dark leather furniture, bookcases, a file cabinet, and a massive desk in front of one wall. Hunting trophies and mounted fish on the walls. I had no idea whether they were Manly’s or the prizes of a previous duke.

The office was a large room, with the sofa and two chairs by a window at the far end of the room from the desk. It was freshly dusted and aired, but it was obvious that Manly hadn’t spent much time here in a long while. Everything was too perfectly arranged and ordered. Nothing out of place, which was unlike him. It was an odd choice of place to bring me. Maybe Ren hadn’t been thinking. Or maybe he was brilliant. I was oddly comforted among the remnants of Manly’s business affairs.

When Harris returned, Manly’s two dear old friends were with him. They looked as sad and worn out as I felt. Another man was with them as well, one I didn’t recognize. Middle-aged. Gray at the temples. Tall and thin. A commanding presence. Regal. Gentlemanly. Impeccably dressed and groomed.

“Pardon the intrusion, my dear.” Hardly took a seat on the sofa next to me and took my hand. The wisdom of his long life shone in his eyes. “We need to speak with you.”

Axe sat down in a worn leather chair perpendicular to the sofa, a kindly, sympathetic expression on his face. Harris remained at attention near the door.

I glanced up at the stranger.

“Forgive me,” Hardly said. “Bliss, this is Colin Thorne, Manly’s solicitor. Senior partner of Baily, Cragwell, and Thorne Solicitors, London.”

“My condolences, ma’am.” Thorne’s manners and manner were as impeccable as his dress.

I nodded and indicated he take a seat next to Axe.

Hardly patted my hand.

My gaze flitted between the dukes. “I’m so sorry for your loss, both of you. He loved you both, but you know that.” I took a deep breath, trying to maintain my composure.

Hardly kept patting my hand. “You’re young and this is a shock. But what you must understand, Bliss, is that death, especially at our age, is expected and part of life. Don’t grieve for Manly. He would hate that. He never believed in long, extended mourning periods. On with life was his motto, which he followed to the last.” Hardly’s lips curled into the faintest of smiles. “Manly had a long life lived to the fullest right up to the end.”

“Hardly is absolutely right. If Manly were here, he’d want you to get back to the guests and finish the party in his, and your, honor. Eat the cake. Drink the champagne and scotch. Toast his life and remember him well.” Axe leaned forward and patted my knee with his gnarled hand. “If it’s at all consoling, you must know he went the way he would have wanted, the envy of all as he married the beautiful woman he loved.”

“Not that he wanted you to suffer,” Hardly quickly added. “He wouldn’t have wished you any pain. But he did love a show. And what a show.”

“And exit.” Axe smiled, too. “One small quibble—his timing was a little off. Knowing Manly, he would have liked to have made it through the ceremony and received the kiss he was due.”

“But he didn’t go alone, either,” Hardly said.

I couldn’t help smiling through the tears that were welling again. “Yes, Manly did love a show. And a good scandal.”

“Exactly,” Hardly said. “You have the spirit of him. If only you’d known him when he was young and a proper rake.”

The three of us enjoyed a moment of silence with our memories of the man who was almost my husband.

Hardly’s dry cough broke the silence.

Axe passed him a hanky and gave him a side-eye. “Now down to the matter at hand before Hardly dies on us, too. Manly’s last wishes and how to put this mess right.” Axe paused, his wrinkled Adam’s apple bobbing. “How to put this delicately, without sounding morbid—Manly was always a planner and a strategist.”

“That’s true,” Hardly said. “Served him well in the war. Manly was quite the hero.”

Axe ignored the interruption. “Manly had made contingency plans for every scenario. He was well aware that at his age, he could go at absolutely any time. There was no guarantee he’d live to marry you.” His eyes got misty. “But he made a provision for you.”

I perked up. “Did he?” I shouldn’t have been surprised. I was suddenly hopeful.

Hardly cut in. “You should perhaps prepare yourself, my dear. Manly’s plans were rarely conventional.”

“That’s always been the beauty of them,” Axe said. “Manly never looked at the world the same way as everyone else.” He took a deep breath. “I say this so you will listen with an open mind when Mr. Thorne presents Manly’s last wishes to you. And realize that what Manly wanted more than anything was to provide for you while, at the same time, achieving his life’s goal—perpetuating his family’s legacy, keeping the estate intact, and ensuring the title doesn’t go extinct. Manly spent months thinking it through thoroughly. It is his final masterpiece, really. Both Hardly and I can safely vouch this is what he wanted.”

“Mr. Thorne is here to present the terms of Manly’s will to you,” Axe said. “But we must wait for Ren.”

“But surely this can wait?” I was still in shock.

“I’m afraid not,” Axe said. “Time is of the essence, as you will see.”

As if acting on cue, Ren burst through the door. “What’s going on?”

“Just the man we were waiting for,” Hardly said with surprising calm. “Have a seat, Ren. Mr. Thorne is about to give you both the provisions of Manly’s will.”

Ren looked as stunned as I was. He pointed toward the hall. “Now? I’ve been questioned by the police half a dozen times. I have a castle full of despondent, hungry guests to deal with. Guests who are being detained and questioned by the police one by one. Standard procedure, apparently. Guests who say the two of you have asked them to stay until things—whatever ‘things’ refers to—are sorted.” He frowned. “Uncle’s body is in a private room until the mortuary can send someone and you want me to listen to his will?”

Axe straightened himself to his full height. Something of his old authority and bearing showed in his eyes and posture. He wasn’t a man to be crossed. “Close the door and sit, Ren. As one duke to another, take my word. You must hear your uncle’s wishes now.” He turned to the butler at the door. “Harris, get the staff to serve some refreshments and ask our guests again to bear with us a little longer.”

“Yes, your grace.” Harris stepped past Ren and closed the door as he left.

“Ren?” Hardly said. “Bring a chair over.”

To my surprise, Ren complied. Axe got to his feet and shuffled across the room to Manly’s hidden wall safe. He retrieved a sheaf of papers and handed them to Thorne. “The floor is yours, Mr. Thorne.”

Thorne cleared his throat and tapped the will in his lap. “There are many codicils and clauses in this will, many details, but since we’re short on time, I’ll give you the too-long/did-not-finish version. I can answer questions and explain details later.”

My heart was pounding. What had Manly planned? How much more would Ren hate me when Thorne finished reading the will? Or would I despise Ren? Although I’d only known Manly a brief time, I had a fine appreciation for his sense of humor and his sense of power and perseverance. It was the one thing that gave me hope.

“In short,” Thorne said, “it was the late duke’s ardent desire that the title, which goes automatically to his heir, Mr. Sattler, now the new Duke of Manly, and the estate remain attached and in the family.”

My heart and hopes fell. Manly had chosen Ren over me. I couldn’t look at Ren. My disappointment would show.

“However,” Thorne continued, “the matter was complicated by the late duke’s very strong love and attachment to Miss Harper, whose vision for the estate aligned with his.”

I froze, feeling a tiny bubble of hope.

“Further complicating matters is the amount of money Miss Harper’s mother invested in the estate in anticipation of the marriage. Being a savvy businesswoman, she insisted on certain safeguards should the marriage plans fall through.”

Good old Mom. Always protecting her interests.

“The main gist of which is, in that case, the gift would become a loan, payable thirty days from the breaking of the engagement with interest of twenty percent compounded monthly.”

Wow. I didn’t have to look at Ren to feel the temperature in the room rise about ten degrees. Mom was a hard-nosed businesswoman. This was very like her. Crazy that Manly would agree to such terms, but then, he wasn’t planning on backing out of the wedding.

“The estate was in some debt prior to this ‘loan.’ What with the debts and the interest.” Thorne glanced at Ren. “Shall we say that it will be a challenge for the new duke to save the estate from bankruptcy?”

Ren’s jaw was set. He leaned forward, forearms on his knees. “Fuck the estate.”

“Hold on.” Thorne had the calm manner of an experienced lawyer. “There is a remedy. The late duke’s will makes it clear that his deepest desire, and the solution to the problem of his untimely death, would be the marriage of Miss Harper to the new duke, Mr. Sattler.”

My eyes flew open. My heart stopped. Ren didn’t look up.

“In the case of their marriage, all agreements between the late duke and Miss Harper’s mother would remain in place. If the marriage lasts until the new duke’s death, or one year, whichever comes first, the debt will be erased and Miss Harper, upon any divorce, would get a forty-nine-percent share of the estate. If an heir were to be born during that time, he would be entitled to inherit the entire estate upon his parents’ deaths.”

Hardly squeezed my hand so hard that at least my shaking wasn’t blatant. He was nodding to himself. Or maybe that was just old-age tremors.

Ren didn’t say anything. And I was too stunned to find my voice.

“The duke stipulated that the new duke should take his place in the wedding that he and Miss Harper was planning. That was his deepest desire to see his heir and nephew married well to a beautiful woman, inside and out.” Thorne paused. “Now you understand the urgency of the situation. You have a castle full of guests waiting for a wedding to resume. And a decision to make. What do you say?”




***











CHAPTER EIGHT




The silence seemed to stretch for an eternity.

Ren finally said, “Yes.” He turned to me. “Get your hair and makeup ladies in to fix your face. We can’t keep the guests waiting.”

I sat up straight, eyes suddenly dry. “I haven’t said yes yet.”

My mind was whirring. I was in too much shock to decide if Ren was being practical or if he was just totally arrogant. There was also the distinct possibility he saw me as desperate and willing to do anything to get my hands on the estate. He wasn’t too far off.

“Would you like me to get on my knees?” Before I could answer, he was on one knee in front of me, and Hardly was passing my hand over to him.

I snatched it back and glared at Ren.

He sighed. “Would you do me the honor of letting me be your substitute duke and groom?”

“Get up.” I turned to Thorne. “If I agree, how do we do this? What about the marriage license?”

“The license is for you and the Duke of Manly of this address. Any other discrepancies can be easily fixed. I’ll take care of it, of course. The marriage will be completely legal and binding.”

“Prenups?” I said. I could be as hard as Mom. In this case, I was the one with the money.

“Airtight. The same agreement would be in place with the new duke.” He tapped the sheaf of papers. “All I require are your signatures.”

I hesitated only a second. How could these be Manly’s wishes? Just last night, he had warned me off Ren. But they had to be. And they had his signature love of scandal on them. I just didn’t think he’d anticipated quite this much of a show.

“We’ll need Harris.” I texted him, Mom, Dad, Julie, and Faye while I talked. Mom would have to be reassured that I wasn’t throwing away my inheritance and financial future. “While we sign the paperwork and I get ready to marry the new duke, I want Manly’s wishes explained to our friends and family. Not, obviously, the details. Just that Manly wanted me to marry his heir and I’m doing this out of my love for him. I can’t stand the thought of our friends and family thinking I’m hardhearted and unfeeling. That I’m not respecting Manly.”

I took a deep breath, wondering what had happened to my sanity. Part of me screamed that I’d lost all sense of reason. That this was too crazy. The other part of me was cold and practical. “I need a pen.”

Neither Ren nor I spoke as we silently signed where Thorne indicated.

Julie and Faye showed up with their toolkits just as we were finishing. They looked as stunned by this turn of events as I was. Someone had obviously filled them in.

“You have fifteen minutes.” Ren brushed past them.

They went right to work, uncharacteristically silent as I sat in Manly’s desk chair with my back to the door that Thorne and the two old dukes guarded. Were they making sure I didn’t become a runaway bride? Or were they there to keep anyone from talking me out of this lunacy?

I didn’t trust myself to speak. My mind was reeling. My thoughts were erratic. I half expected my mom and dad to burst past the dukes and talk me out of this. When they didn’t, I knew that Mom, at least, approved of this change of plans.

My thoughts returned to Ren. Even up to the point of walking down the stairs to say my vows to Manly, I’d wished Ren were the groom instead. But now that I’d gotten my wish, I was certain it had doomed anything that might have blossomed between us. How could this last more than a year now? How could it end other than bitterly? He didn’t love me, and I didn’t love him. One marriage of convenience was not like every other. This one wouldn’t end in death, but in divorce.

Julie handed me a mirror to inspect myself and gently whispered, “Are you sure?”

I met her eyes in the mirror and nodded. As I studied myself in the mirror, I didn’t recognize the newly fresh and gilded woman with the hard eyes staring back at me. Looking at my reflection, I saw no traces of the girl who’d just cried her eyes out. Julie had erased all remnants of her and replaced her with a fresh-faced porcelain princess with no heart at all.

This was the last time I would be a pawn in anyone else’s game of life. Next year at this time, I’d be free. With only half a castle, true—but, with any luck, a controlling interest.

I was still staring in the mirror when Ren returned. I caught his reflection before he realized I’d spotted him. He lingered in the doorway, watching me with a hungry, haunted expression. I knew that look. It was the look of a person who’d gotten what they wanted, but had realized too late that what they wanted could very well be their undoing.

“Time’s up.” He strode into the room, looking devilishly handsome. He’d combed his hair and changed his shirt. His jacket and slacks were the same, black on black again. What had I expected? A tux to magically appear in his size?

My mouth went dry. A voice inside me warned me again not to do this. I ignored it.

Julie and Faye stepped back from me, leaving me to Ren as he came up beside me.

“Everything’s ready,” he said.

“Where’s my wedding planner?”

“Trying to salvage the reception and calm the chef before he walks out.”

He was a brilliant and talented liar. He didn’t want my wedding planner anywhere near me.

I raised an eyebrow, trying to stay calm. “How will I ever manage the logistics?” I snorted. “How will I get back to the top of the stairs? Where are my bridesmaids? My dad?” I paused. “You know, Dad wanted me to leave Manly at the altar and even offered to help me escape.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Ren grabbed my wrist and pulled me to my feet. “We don’t need any of that other crap. You’ve already walked down the aisle once. We’ll resume where you left off.”

“You mean at the part where the groom dies?”

The corners of his mouth curled up. “Yes. That part exactly.” He pulled me by the hand out of the room and down the long hall past the police milling around, past rows of gaping people, to the altar in the salon. He stopped in front of the minister with the hushed crowd at our backs. “We’re ready. Proceed.”

Reverend Hodgson looked at me. I nodded. I was stunned and determined. As unromantic as it was, Ren was probably right to dispense with all the frivolities. I didn’t want to walk down those stairs again and remember Manly falling to his knees and dying, anyway. I didn’t want time to imagine him lying somewhere in the castle waiting for a hearse to carry him away.

I had planned a short, but traditional, ceremony with music and a wine-mixing unity ceremony. Ren had dispensed with all that and distilled it to just the vows, dispensing also with allowing anyone to voice objections. My parents remained calmly in their seats. I was getting no help from them. And maybe it was my imagination, but it almost seemed like the police were blocking the exits.

Ren took my hands in his. Mine had gone ice cold and were trembling. His were surprisingly warm, and his grip was strong. If I’d been in a more forgiving mood, or he’d been another kind of man, I might have thought he was trying to reassure and steady me.

The minister, as was traditional, had Ren say his vows first. “Ren, do you take Bliss to be your wife? Do you promise to honor and protect her, give her your loyalty above all others and hold only to her?”

“I do.” Ren’s voice was steady and hard.

Damn him. Those weren’t the traditional vows. He’d altered them. No vows to love me? To forsake me above all others? And where was the forevermore bit? Loyalty? What was that, a pale imitation of affection? He may as well have just agreed to take me as his wife for a year at least and left it at that.

The minister turned to me. With my face set and my mask in place, I agreed to the same vows automatically, trying not to dwell on what I was doing, barely noticing what I was saying.

He married me with the ring Manly had designed for me with an heirloom family diamond as the centerpiece. On my finger it felt like a band sucking the life out of me. I married Ren with the ring I’d bought for Manly. Ren was a much taller man than Manly, but, to my surprise, the ring fit. He could take it off and throw it away after today and I wouldn’t care. This marriage was such a farce. So why was it breaking my heart?

And then it was over. All that was left was the kiss. The kiss was the showstopper. The groom’s show. Here was where his personality shone and he showed his love and passion for the bride. I hadn’t known Ren long enough or well enough to even guess what he might do. Ham it up. Give me a quick peck. Dispense with it altogether, like he had with love?

The crowd held its breath. I stared defiantly into Ren’s eyes, challenging him to make it good, whatever he did or didn’t do.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the minister said in his booming voice. He turned to Ren uncertainly. “You may kiss the bride?”

Ren answered by pulling me into his arms and sliding one hand along the side of my face, directing my lips to his. I slipped my arms around his neck. His kiss was quick, a brief touch, a chaste tease. Before I could pull away, he kissed me again, another gentle butterfly kiss. And another, holding my lower lip between his, trying to seduce me into really kissing him back.

I closed my eyes, daring him to continue. He grazed my lower lip with his teeth. His tongue darted into my mouth and touched the tip of my tongue, teasing me again. My heart beat wildly. The fire of his touch coursed through me. Just when I was getting ready to really French him, he released me, turned, and waved to the audience.

Women were fanning themselves. Some were dabbing their eyes. I wanted to scream. The whole thing is fake. You know it is. This is clearly a marriage of convenience.

I expected censure, some disgust that we’d married each other an hour after my fiancé passed away. But Ren had won them over with a romantic kiss. Or maybe scandal was what they expected from him, and he was happy to give it to them. Real life was better than a soap opera any day.

In contrast, in the front row, my mom sat dry-eyed, carefully studying Ren like a master chess player thinking several moves ahead. Next to her, Dad looked straight ahead, probably to avoid having to talk to Mom. Next to him, my stepmom of the moment bent his ear. Dad caught my eye and gave me a questioning look, trying to determine if I was all right. I gave him the slightest nod.

Ren took my hand as the processional began to play and led me back to Manly’s office to sign the marriage license with Axe and Hardly as witnesses and a policeman standing in the corner. Within minutes, it was done. My hand barely shook as I signed my name. Just a few hours later than planned, I was the Duchess of Manly.

Before either of us could speak, the officer intruded. “I’d like a word with Miss Harper, if you will.”

“You mean the duchess,” Ren snapped.

“My apologies, duke. Yes, with the duchess. Alone, if I may.” Despite the politeness of his speech, it wasn’t a request.

Ren’s face was a mask. “Is this necessary, really?”

“I’m afraid it is,” the officer said. “Procedure. You know how that goes. With any sudden home death, it’s our duty to interview all witnesses. We’ve made our way through about half the guests. But I need to talk to the duchess before she mingles with the crowd.”

Ren’s eyes narrowed. “My bride has been through a lot today, as you can imagine. Don’t keep her long.” He paused. “I assume your team will be interviewing the rest of the guests during the reception and after if necessary?”

The officer nodded. “Until we have a statement from everyone.”

“We have plenty of food. Tell your officers they’re welcome to refreshments. From the kitchen. And cake, too, of course.” Ren leaned in and whispered to me, “I’ll be right outside the door waiting for you.”

“I won’t detain the duchess long, your grace.” The officer’s tone was respectful. But given the circumstances, it was impossible not to be upset.

Ren led the dukes out of the room and shut the door, leaving me alone with the officer.

“Why don’t you tell me what you remember about the late duke’s death this morning?”

I turned a wide-eyed look at him. “You want me to relive that now?”

He apologized. I told him everything I remembered while he took notes.

“And before the wedding this morning, did you see the late duke?”

“No. Not at all.” I forced a shaky smile. “It’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the ceremony.”

The officer cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable. “When was the last time you saw him? Before the ceremony, that is.”

“Last night, just before he went to bed. Then not again until I came down the stairs…” I brushed a tear away with my fingertip.

“How did he seem then?”

I shrugged. “Like any groom on the night before his wedding, I suppose. In good spirits. Tired. But Manly is always tired at that time of night. It was his bedtime.”

“Nothing out of the ordinary about him? He didn’t mention not feeling well? Or being unusually tired?”

I stared at the officer, not liking the implication he was making. “No. But he wouldn’t. Not to me. He wouldn’t have wanted me to be upset or worried the night before our wedding.”

“My sympathies, duchess.” He put away his notes and opened the door for me.

Ren waited in the hall.

“That’s it?” I asked the officer.

“For now, yes.”

Ren glared at him and dismissed him with a curt “thank you.” Ren took my hand, leading me away. “Our fans await.”

“You mean guests,” I said as he pulled down the hall.

He gave a wry grin. “‘Fans’ may be too self-aggrandizing. Audience, then. We’re definitely giving them a show.” He glanced back at the officer.

Before we reached the reception, an official from the mortuary stopped us. “Duke, we’re ready to take the late duke’s body. We just need a signature.” He held out an electronic device for Ren to sign.

A signature to marry. A signature to bury. At least the funeral home had moved into the twenty-first century and was electronic. Ren signed quickly, thanked the official, whispered something to him, and pulled me away. I was relieved. I didn’t want to spend my wedding reception with Manly lying dead in another room.

Ren pulled me quickly through the hallway. On the edge of the great hall, he came to an abrupt stop. He turned to me. “Give my vanity a break and smile. Marrying me can’t be that revolting.”

“What? You want me to stop looking like somebody died?” I rolled my eyes back toward the police officers crawling around the castle. “Do you think that’s wise?”

His expression softened. “I’d like you to stop looking like you’ve just been given a death sentence.”

“Haven’t I?” I said. “Oh, wait. It’s only a year. With no time off for good behavior.”

“That’s the spirit.” He lifted his chin toward the room in front of us. “They’ll expect at least one of us to say something about what just happened. About Uncle. About this, us.”

I shook my head. “I can’t.”

“Leave it to me.” He glanced ahead into the room. “Play along.”

Without waiting for me to reply, he caught me beneath the knees and carried me across the threshold, whispering, “This is the best I can do. Unless you want me to carry you outside and back in?”

I couldn’t help myself. The corners of my mouth turned up ever so slightly. “Carry on.”

As he walked into the room with me in his arms, the musicians stopped playing. Everyone stopped talking. All eyes turned to us.

One of the members of the string quartet announced, “Ladies and gentlemen—the new Duke and Duchess of Manly.”

The room erupted in polite applause. Again, Ren’s romantic gesture seemed to win him points with the ladies, at least. He carried me to the head table, deposited me on my feet, and bowed to his adoring, yet suspicious, fans. As he held my chair, I realized just how much people love train wrecks, tragedy, and scandal. This would be a wedding no one would forget.

Ren remained on his feet. There was a mic on the table. He picked it up and waited for the screech of feedback to stop. “Family and friends, first of all, Bliss asked me to thank you for coming to share in the joy of both of her weddings today.” He put his hand on my shoulder. Such a touching show of support.

Damn him. He was charming even now in the face of all this.

There was nervous laughter, the kind of sound people make when they find something amusing and know they shouldn’t.

“Personally, I would like to thank you for staying for my wedding when even I wasn’t sure I would.” He shot me a quick look. “My beautiful bride seems to have a fatal effect on grooms. But there was the promise of food after.”

The atmosphere relaxed further, and there were more people laughing behind their hands and trying to look solemn.

He squeezed my shoulder.

I played along and reached up to clasp his hand.

Ren smiled down at me. “I think we can all forgive Bliss for being choked up right now and letting me speak for her. As far as wedding disasters go, Bliss has been through an ordeal like no other. There’s no way to joke about what happened. My uncle would have made her a kind and doting husband. Now she’ll have to put up with me.” The smile he gave me was dark and dazzling, an inside joke. “I’ll do my best to take his place.” He looked me in the eye as he bent and kissed my hand.

Kissing my hand was an affectionate gesture, but I felt the gentle brush of his lips like the scorch of a brand. I forced a shaky smile at him and dropped my hand to my lap, reminding myself that the kind of charisma Ren had was dangerous. He couldn’t be trusted. Not with my heart. Not with my life.

“This is a wedding celebration, but first, I’d like to take a few minutes to remember my uncle. This should have been his celebration. His wedding. His milestone birthday.” Ren paused for dramatic effect.

“My uncle was a character, but he was a man of depth and, despite all the rumors, heart and kindness. In my earliest memory of him, Papa brought Will and me from London to visit Uncle here at the castle. I was about four and impressed, as small boys are, by the sheer size of the castle. By the suits of armor, the stuffed hunting trophies on the wall, all the paintings of ancestors looking sternly down at us. So much space to run and play.

“Uncle didn’t reprimand Will and me as we charged about the place. Soon he and Papa left us to our own devices. Somehow, I ended up here in this room with a permanent marker and the desire to leave my portrait on the wall, too.”

He had the audience on the edge of their seats, holding their breath.

“Have permanent marker, will draw. I was fortunate Uncle found me before Papa did, or I still might not be sitting to this day.” He turned and took a quick step behind him. “You’ll notice this plaque is hanging at an odd spot.” He quickly pulled it off its hook and pointed. “Still here.”

Children’s scribbles and a drawing of a person with a large head, round eyes, a wobbly smile, and arms and legs coming right out of the head, circles for hands and feet, a shock of hair, and no body.

“I give you Ren, self-portrait, age four.” He stepped back to show off his work. “I was afraid of Uncle. I expected him to turn me in to Papa. Or maybe eat me.”

People laughed.

“But Uncle gently took the marker away, stood back, and studied my handiwork for a moment while I trembled, waiting to be punished. To my surprise, he laughed and smiled at me. ‘Nice likeness, Ren,’ he said in all seriousness. He handed me the marker. ‘Sign your name. Every artist should own their work.’“ Ren pointed again. “Here’s my signature.”

Some of the women dabbed their eyes.

“Uncle took me by the hand and took me back to Papa without ever mentioning my wall art. As far as I know, he never even attempted to clean my scribbles off. Papa went to his grave not knowing what I’d done. Until now, those drawings were our secret.”

I heard sniffles. I was teary-eyed myself.

“That was the kind of man my uncle was, and why Bliss and I have married. Today is Uncle’s one hundredth birthday. Remember him well. May I live up to the example he set.” Ren poured himself a glass of wine and raised it. “To my uncle, the late Duke of Manly, may he rest in peace.”

“To the late duke,” the guests echoed.

“Because of the sad circumstances, Bliss and I have decided to dispense with the usual wedding reception traditions. We’ll be serving the combined wedding/birthday cake, but Bliss and I won’t be cutting the first slice and feeding each other a bite. I’m not going to toss her garter. She won’t throw the bouquet. No receiving line, but we’ll try to get around and say a few words to each of you.

“Uncle believed in treating his guests well. And you all know how much he loved a good party. Please, eat and enjoy yourselves. Be happy for us and remember him well.”




***











CHAPTER NINE




Not in a millennium would I have imagined my wedding reception would also be a wake. Surely people died at weddings from time to time. Death came when it wanted, unconcerned with the occasion it interrupted. But there was no precedent for our situation. No Miss Manners to refer to, only common sense and decency. My reaction, my desire, was to go to a quiet place and collect myself. How much more of this could I take?

The waiters began serving the plated brunch, beginning with us. Ren made a point of taking a bite immediately. I had no appetite.

He nudged me and whispered, “Eat. The guests are waiting for you. You’ll need your strength later.”

My body reacted to his innuendo treacherously. My heart raced. My body tingled at the thought of his touch. I’d wanted to sleep with him since the moment I met him. But now I was conflicted. I barely knew Ren. He was my husband, not a one-night hookup. And Manly had just died. I clenched my legs together and forced a bite of food down.

The guests took my cue. Soon the room buzzed with gentle conversation and the clinking of utensils against plates. Police officers quietly took one guest after another aside to question.

Ren took a few more bites while I sat beside him. We were objects of curiosity—morbid curiosity, idle curiosity, wicked curiosity. I didn’t understand the meaning behind all the looks I was getting. I wondered what some of them were telling the overly curious police. If I’d had more of my wits about me, I would have kept track of who was friend and who was foe. It was clear some of the guests were malevolent and others sympathetic. I balled my fists in my lap, trying to breathe and suppress the urge to run from the room, run right down the road and out of this place and this life.

Ren sensed my distress. He set his fork down and grabbed my hand. “Time for us to mingle. Our guests will want to congratulate us and give us their condolences. I promised.”

Give us their condolences was an odd phrase to hear at my wedding reception. Other than old ball-and-chain jokes or condolences on putting the single life behind me. If I hadn’t been so shocked and worn out, I might have resisted. But I was made of stronger stuff, and Ren obviously had good people sense. He was right. We had to mingle. It was expected. It was the only chance we had of stifling the gossip. But it was an odd tightrope we walked with the police interspersed and watching our every move. Manly had died of natural causes, so why were they watching us with such suspicion? If we were too happy, did that convict us of a crime that didn’t exist?

I nodded. Ren held his hand out to me and helped me out of my chair.

The parade began. We started with my dad and stepmom. Ren flattered my stepmom and reassured my dad, somehow winning him over with his false reassurances. Dad hugged me and whispered in my ear, “At least you got a young one.” He sounded relieved, maybe even happy. Was that all that mattered in a husband? Or was that the silver lining?

And then he was like the dad I knew and loved. “But if you still want me to help you escape, I know a back way out past the cops.”

I kissed him. “I’m fine. I think I’ll stay.”

“Good choice.”

Mom was not as easy to fool or flatter. She was still regarding Ren with that chess-master look of hers. She hugged and kissed us both, making a good public show of it. But when Ren moved to the next table, she pulled me aside. “You’ll permit me a few moments with my daughter.”

There wasn’t much Ren could say. “Of course.”

Mom touched my face and smiled into my eyes, but hers would hard and calculating. “Nice move, darling. You’ll have much more fun with this one.” She glanced at Ren. “You mentioned the prenup in your text?”

“Everything’s the same,” I said. “Exactly the same terms as with Manly. Brand-new paperwork. But the same.”

“Manly had papers drawn up?” Her eyes narrowed. “The old man planned for this.” She couldn’t have sounded more suspicious if she’d tried.

I couldn’t tell whether she was pleased or displeased. “He planned for every contingency.”

“Well, then,” she said. “We’ll make the best of it. My investment is secure, as is your future.” She glanced at Ren again as he charmed another table full of guests. “He’s hot and charismatic. A dangerous combination. Rumors abound. Make the best of it, Bliss. But be careful and on your guard. This marriage doesn’t have to be long. If you ever feel threatened or unsafe, leave. Run. Do whatever you have to. As pretty as he is, he’s rumored to have a dark side.”

I shrugged. “You’ve been listening to gossip. The marriage has to last a year. And it will.”

“And not a day longer,” she said. “Less if needed. Trust your mama, baby girl. If he gets out of hand, I’ll handle him and the details. I promised you your marriage to Manly would be short.” She snorted. “This one needn’t be long, either. I’ll make sure of that.”

Ren caught my eye.

With her warning ringing in my ears, I hugged Mom. “I have to go. My guests expect me to go around with my groom.”

Ren was talking with Lady Ellen when I caught up with him. I heard just a snippet of their conversation.

“Be careful, Ren,” she said. “You don’t have many friends here.”

Their conversation came to an abrupt halt when I came up. Lady Ellen recovered quickly. She smiled graciously at me, hugged me, and wished me well. But I felt the chill of her warning to my bones.

The rest of the reception was a surreal blend of grief and hope. People expressing their condolences and, in the next breath, wishing us a long and happy life together. Could they really believe that was possible? Is that just what you said at weddings? Could no one be more original? I was almost disappointed everyone was so damned polite.

My smile felt frozen on my face. Tears threatened, because I was exhausted and didn’t have the energy to be polite much longer. Ren was tireless, charming, and soothing. He somehow knew what to say to each person. What each person needed and wanted to hear. A skill like that was frightening. He was an emotional chameleon. He could play people any way he wanted. He could be playing me.

Somehow, time passed. The police interviewed the last guest, made an announcement that people were free to go, and departed. The guests began to leave. Those who’d driven in for the day first, followed by a stream of activity as the hired staff carried suitcases and luggage to waiting cars as the overnight guests left, and the staff rushed in to clean their rooms.

Part of me wished I could escape with the guests, just leave this nightmare of a day behind and forget it. But no matter how far I ran, the memories and scandal would follow. As Mom’s daughter, I was never truly out of the limelight. I hated to think what the tabloids would make of my marriage. It was hardly likely to be anything flattering.

Mom was the last to leave. I assumed that was intentional. If she’d wanted to make a grand exit, she would have. Her driver pulled her car up to the castle entrance. I walked her to the car, leaving Ren watching us from the steps at her request. Maybe he was afraid I’d hop in the car with her and renege. The marriage still very clearly wasn’t consummated, and there were witnesses to that effect. He shouldn’t have worried. I wasn’t giving up my share of the castle so easily.

Mom hugged me and whispered, “Good job today. We have what we want. This phase of your life will be short. I promise. After this, you can do whatever you want. Run your bed and breakfasts. Become a world-renowned hotelier. Amass more for the family fortune. Marry whom you like whenever you like. You’ve played your part.” She glanced up at Ren, looking like she wanted to lick her lips. “In the meantime, have fun. He is delicious.” She slid into the car.

Her driver closed her door. I stepped back and watched her drive away. She didn’t look back. But I stood rooted in place until she was out of sight before I turned and walked up the steps to my husband.

Ren extended his hand and took mine as the sun set. It was seven already. And yet I marveled at the trappings and tricks of time. Had this really only been one day? It felt like several lifetimes.

Ren led me inside. Other than the staff that remained, Ren and I were alone in the castle we’d both paid such a price for.

“You must be starved,” he said. “You’ve barely eaten anything today.”

“You must be, too.” I looked him in the eye.

He grinned wolfishly. “Oh, I am. But I always am.” He led me to the small, private dining room where Manly and I ate when not entertaining.

The table was set for two, with candles burning and the lighting low. A vase of freshly cut roses sat in the center of the table. All trace of Michaelmas daisies had, thoughtfully, been removed. A cold dinner was set out for us. The dinner I was supposed to be eating with Manly. The dinner that was meant for us to share and congratulate ourselves on a game well played. To share our amusement at how easily people’s sensibilities were offended. To talk about our dreams going forward. But what did I do with the husband I had now?

Ren pulled my chair out for me. “I thought we should get to know each other a little better now that we’re husband and wife.”

“How much better?” I looked at him warily, trying to hide the lust I felt for him. Trying to hide the way a single suggestive look or word from him made me flushed and hot.

He was grinning as if he’d seen right through my attempt as he took the seat opposite me. “I don’t know anything about you. What you like. What you don’t like.” The innuendo was still there.

“You know enough, I think.” A bottle of hundred-year-old scotch sat on the table. I poured myself a drink. Scotch wasn’t my favorite, but I needed something to numb my senses. They were threatening to return, and I couldn’t have that. “You know I’m mercenary and married you for half the estate. What else is there to know?”

“And I married you for your mother’s money. How positively medieval of me.” His eyes gleamed in the candlelight. He was enjoying himself. “That makes us even. What I don’t know is why you wanted this drafty old place badly enough to marry Manly and then me. The castle has its charms, certainly, and its eccentricities, to put it mildly. But is any of that enough to warrant such drastic action?”

“Blue,” I said.

He frowned. “What?”

“My favorite color.” I poured him a scotch and took another drink of mine. “If this is a first date, that’s the kind of question you get answers to.”

Before us, our dinner plates were covered with domes, but I knew what was supposed to be beneath. I removed the lid on mine and pretended to study my meal intently. It was exactly the dinner I’d asked the chef to prepare. Gorgeously arranged romantic foods carefully chosen for their flavor and aphrodisiac properties. Even though there was to be no sex between us, Manly and I had to keep up pretenses right down to the tiniest detail if people were going to be fooled into believing that we had a real, legally consummated marriage.

This was the dream meal I’d always imagined I would feed my groom in private on my wedding night, a bite at a time from my fingers and my mouth. Given my recent actions, it was hard to believe, but at heart I was a romantic. Manly would have gotten a kick out of this meal. At the thought, I swallowed a lump. I missed him.

There was more to the pretense—a perfumed and outfitted master suite, sexy designer lingerie, and a drawer full of male performance drugs. We were going to share a bedroom for the first few nights, even if I slept on the sofa.

As I looked my meal over, I lost my appetite, instantly regretting what was to be a great joke between Manly and me. A fuel to the fire of the exaggerated May/December scandal we created.

Ren downed his drink in a single flick of his wrist and poured himself another before taking the cover off his dinner.

There was a moment where I thought, or hoped, he wouldn’t notice what the foods meant. As a grin played on the corners of his mouth and his eyes grew round, I knew he recognized the meal for exactly what it was meant to look like—a seduction. His gaze met mine. “Some of my favorite foods. I always enjoy a stimulating meal.”

I swallowed hard, but held my composure. “And I always enjoy stimulating conversation. Eat. It’s not wise to drink on an empty stomach.”

He glanced at his plate and the delicate strands of saffron draping his cold rice salad. “Ah, saffron. Cleopatra reportedly added it to her baths to enhance her pleasure in lovemaking. No reports on whether she fed it to her male lovers, which is what she should have done.”

I blushed.

“This was obviously meant for my uncle. For future reference, I perform quite well on a simple steak.”

I bit my lip. “Another lovely tidbit about yourself. I’ll keep that in mind should I ever want your company in my bed. And I guess I’ll cancel that saffron bath I had planned.”

He raised a bite of rice to his lips, grinning wickedly. His teeth were white in the candlelight, his hair dark, and the planes of his face highlighted. He looked every bit like one of his dark lord ancestors whose portraits hung in the gallery. I could believe he’d seduced fair maids and conquered more than lands. My heart squeezed just looking at him.

He stopped with the fork halfway to his mouth. “If this dish is laced with ashwagandha extract, you won’t be able to handle me. Should I stop?” Beneath the table, he lifted the hem of my wedding dress with the toe of his shoe and slid his foot between mine.

It took great willpower to keep my face impassive as he caressed the side of my foot with his. “There’s very little I can’t handle. If I choose to.” I took a bite of my meal, acting totally unconcerned. “What do you do for a living, duke? When you aren’t marrying unsuspecting heiresses.”

He leaned toward me and covered my hand with his. “Back to the first date, are we?” He seemed amused. He was clearly a man who liked the chase. “I build beautiful, wildly creative things. Things with curves.” He traced the outside of my hand with his little finger.

Chills of delight ran up my arm and down my spine. He knew how to flirt. “There are all kinds of beautiful things in the world. Are you going to make me guess?”

“I’m an architect.”

“Commercial? Residential?” I was surprised. Manly had ranted about his nephew wanting to build sustainable houses on part of the estate. But I had no idea that Ren was an architect and really had the skills to do it. And would likely design the houses himself.

He clasped my hand. “Commercial, mostly. Some residential for fun. Sustainable living. Homes of the future. That kind of thing. Smaller versions of my big commercial projects.”

“Fascinating.” I managed to slip out of one shoe. With my bare toes, I lifted the hem of his pants leg, slid down his sock, and caressed his ankle. I was good with my toes. Very good.

If he liked what I was doing, he didn’t show it. He was a cool one. Fortunately, I liked the chase too.

“And you?” Ren said.

“Socialite. Heiress. Billionaire’s daughter.”

“Impressive résumé.”

I shrugged. “You have to be born to it. Like being a duke.”

He clasped my hand.

I ignored the desire coursing through me and took another bite, trying to appear totally unaffected by him. I was sure he wasn’t used to that. I hoped it would put him off-kilter. I wanted him to feel as frustrated as I was.

“Yes, but no title. There’s only one way to become a duchess. You have to marry into it. My mother wanted me to have a title to go with everything else she’s leaving me.” I took another drink of scotch and took a deep breath. “I’m her only child. She wanted one thing for me that money can’t buy. Turns out, though, it can. Money can buy anything.”

“Even love?”

“The appearance of it, at least.” I lifted an eyebrow and gave him a penetrating look, leaving him to wonder whether I was talking about Manly or him.

Ren’s gaze was intense. “You’re Mommy’s little princess? You do all her bidding?” His foot was inching up my calf.

“Hardly.” It was hard to think with him distracting me. I loved it all the same. Very few men were as bold and confident as he was. And no one had intrigued me as much. “I live in her shadow.”

“Nothing wrong with shadows,” he said. “I’ve lived in plenty of them myself. People are afraid of shadows. One can accomplish a great deal in them.”

He understood, and that was what was important. Whose shadow had he lived in? His brother’s? I didn’t dare ask. I didn’t want to spoil this delicious mood we were building. “Nothing I do will ever compare to Mom’s accomplishments.”

“It doesn’t have to.” He continued eating. He was serious. “Life isn’t a competition. Live it well for yourself.” He was still working his magic with his foot, sending chills up my spine.

I set my fork down. “People will always think that anything I accomplish is because the advantage I have because of Mom’s money.”

He shrugged. “So let them. Why do you give a fuck?”

Why did I? “There are very few people I can even talk to about how I feel. Poor little rich girl. That’s what people think.”

“Limited experience. They believe in the fairytale of money, because it’s fun and pretty. Not the reality of the downsides. Everything has a downside.” He slid closer and clutched my thigh with his free hand beneath the table, inching my dress up. I could have stopped him. But I didn’t. And not stopping him was tantamount to encouraging him.

I studied him and sighed. “I have no choice. I was born to this life, so it’s the one I have to live.” I wondered how much to trust him. “I wanted an escape.” The words just burst out. “Someplace to hide and live in private. A fortress of a castle seems like the place for that. And you?”

“I was born to this life too, apparently.”

He released my hand and cupped my cheek, spreading his long fingers back beneath my hair. He was so close that I could see into the depths of his eyes. I could have touched my nose to his in an affectionate nuzzle. I could have leaned in for a kiss. I studied him, heart pounding.

“You were supposed to save me from it by producing a little cousin for me.”

His sarcastic sense of humor appealed to me. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“You haven’t disappointed. Not yet.” His meaning was clear.

My toes curled.

“You’re beautiful tonight, Bliss.” His voice was low. He was clearly a man used to flattering women and getting what he wanted.

“I’m everything money can buy—a dress made for me by a top designer, hair done by one of the world’s best stylists, makeup, the same. It’s hard not to look good. I’d have to try not to. Is my ‘beauty’ what matters to you?”

“High cheekbones. Full lips. Pert nose. Beautiful eyes.” His gaze dropped to my breasts.

“Everything’s natural, if that’s what you’re wondering.” I put a purr in my voice and slid off my remaining shoe. If he was going to tantalize me, I was going to torment him. “Just another thing I inherited.” I unhooked my toes from his pants leg. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I appreciate beautiful women.”

“If beauty’s what you want, I’ll be as beautiful as I can be. But there’s more to me than superficial beauty. I was raised by a brutally ruthless, highly intelligent woman. I may look like a fluffy princess, but I inherited more than my eyes and breasts from my mother. You’d be wise not to trust me.”

The look of appreciation on his face deepened. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll keep my eye on you.”

The scotch was settling my nerves and loosening any remaining inhibitions I had. “For a duke, you don’t sound very British. Your accent is an odd combination of American and English.”

“After my father died, I spent years in the States with my American mother.”

“So I heard,” I said. “Not everyone here is thrilled with that. Seems like some would like a fully British duke.”

“I don’t give a fuck who is thrilled with what. Except for myself. I like to be pleased with my acquisitions.” The way he said it made it clear I was his latest.

“Really?”

“We made a deal. I’m entitled to everything my uncle was, is that right?”

I forced myself to answer. “Yes.” Why did I sound so breathless? I usually had more self-control.

“Where are we to honeymoon? Should I pack a bag?”

“Here at the castle,” I said. “Manly was a hundred years old. His traveling days were over.”

Ren didn’t look disappointed. “There’s a drawer full of male performance drugs in his room.”

“Rummaging through his things?” I tsked. “That’s not surprising for a man his age, is it? Help yourself, if you like. He doesn’t need them anymore. I suppose they’re rightfully yours now anyway,” I said, coolly continuing the game. I was unable, even now that Manly was dead, to betray him and admit I’d never planned to consummate the marriage. Unable to admit to the ruse.

Ren grabbed my wrist. “Good. You just answered my question. I plan to consummate this marriage thoroughly. Without any help. I wouldn’t want any dispute over our marriage’s legality.”

He released me suddenly and kicked his chair back. He pulled me from my chair and to my feet, caught me in his arms, and carried me up the grand staircase toward the bedchambers.




***











CHAPTER TEN




Up, up, up the grand staircase with my gown trailing down. Ren carried me as if I weighed nothing. I let him without putting up a fight. I was weak. It was exciting to be in the arms of a strong, virile man. So much more than I’d expected of this night. His beauty and wild spirit enticed me. I desired him against all reason and sanity. He knew how to seduce a woman, and I wanted to be seduced. If nothing else, I would have the wedding night of my fantasies.

The lights in the hallway were dimmed, as I’d previously instructed, hoping to set a romantic mood for Manly, and all the sconce candles replaced and lit. The candles were scented with the highest-quality, truest vanilla, cinnamon, and orange, scents that turn men on. I hadn’t missed a trick. Setting the stage for our charade was the most fun I’d had with the wedding.

The candlelight flickered, casting odd shadows against the ancient stone. It was easy to get caught up in the romance of the place. To feel the heat and passion of a thousand romances kindled and lived out here. To imagine a duke of old carrying his bride to his bed as Ren carried me now.

I explored him, tracing my hands over his strong jaw, over his cheeks. I touched his lips with a feather-light touch. Ran my fingers through his hair. I wasn’t leaving him in any doubt of my willingness. If this was nothing more than a hookup, then so be it. In another life, I might have been given time to fall in love with him. In this life, that opportunity was surely ruined. I leaned my head against the side of his. I kissed his forehead, then his cheek.

He didn’t ask where to take me. I assumed we were going to his room. I was wrong. He took me to the master suite that I was to have shared with Manly. The door was open. He closed it behind us with his shoulder. I helped it closed with my foot.

Everything about the room was exactly as I’d requested when I thought I’d be sharing it with Manly. Scented candles lit on every surface, this time with a hint of licorice, basil, and lily of the valley added to the mix. I had left no erotic scent unturned, except for maybe popcorn. I had to draw the line somewhere. Even my perfume was a special blend I’d had created by a French perfumery for this night. At least one of these aromas was guaranteed to increase Ren’s arousal. I was a very thorough fake seductress. The fantasy and the glimpse at feeling young was to be part of my gift to Manly.

The fireplace was blazing. The bed turned down. A crystal bowl of chocolates next to the bed. The nightstand full of male enhancement products and exotic oils.

The room was expansive. Everything was oversized, right down to the carved four-poster bed and the gigantic mirror opposite it hanging above the fireplace. Someone from the past had liked to see what they were doing in bed.

In a castle this old, there were ghosts and echoes from the past. Ren and I had our own ghosts to deal with, our own shadows. Manly was a specter between us. This was certainly no way to begin a marriage, but it was what we had. The fireplace cast shadows on the stone walls. Now that the castle was mine, I would modernize some of these rooms. Any room I lived in. But for now, I had to live in a room from the past.

Ren set me on my feet suddenly and tossed off his jacket and shoes. We faced each other, two proud people who didn’t entirely trust each other but desired each other madly, sizing each other up. How would this be? How would we play this? Tender and slow? Rough and fast? I swore my breast was heaving. My corset felt too tight.

He reached out, grabbing me by the waist and spinning me until my back faced him. His arms circled my waist. “Your waist is tiny.” He sounded impressed.

“Your hands are large,” I said. “You know what that indicates. I hope I’m not disappointed.”

He pulled me close and whispered in my ear, “I haven’t disappointed yet.” He lifted the hair from my neck and nibbled the delicate skin at my nape until I trembled with pleasure and anticipation.

I tipped my head back against his shoulder and closed my eyes, forgetting for the moment a man I barely knew was my husband, pretending instead he was the man I’d always dreamed of. And maybe he was. My taste in men had never been good.

His lips traveled over the slope of my shoulder and back across the top of my back as he reached for the buttons on the back of my dress. He paused for a moment, perplexed, I imagined, by the row of tiny buttons. Did I dare tease him?

Before I could speak, he showed his experience and found the concealed zipper. He had it down and was gently pushing my dress off my shoulders, kissing every patch of bare skin he revealed until he was stymied by my corset.

Off my shoulders, over my hips, until my dress fell into a pool on the floor and Ren had my hips in his hands. “Damn this bloody corset,” he whispered in my ear.

“Most men think they’re hot.”

He spun me around until I faced him and the fireplace behind him. “I’m not most men. Corsets are hot when I’m in the mood to be teased, not when they’re impeding my progress.” His face was in shadow. His voice was deep with desire.

I reached for the buttons of his shirt. Unlike him, I didn’t take my time. I wanted to see him, and I wasn’t disappointed. His chest was hard and sculpted. His arms divinely muscled. He was every bit as well crafted as I’d imagined. I reached for his pants.

He grabbed my wrists. “Not so fast.” With the knowledge of a skilled lover, he grabbed me by the waist, pulled me to him, and unzipped the front of my corset, sliding it from me, totally unfazed by the laces in the back. His gaze was riveted on my breasts and taut, pointed nipples.

I would have liked to pretend they budded from the cold, but the heat from the fire took away any excuse I might have made.

He took my breasts in his hands and bent to kiss them, hefting them, tugging on my nipples until I moaned. I wore nothing more now than my jewelry, my lace thong panties, and my sheer thigh-high hose, with the garter Ren hadn’t tossed still on my right leg.

He shed his pants himself now that they were just another impediment, pulling off his underwear and socks, too. I sucked in my breath and my lips. He didn’t disappoint there either. He was absolutely perfect, from the V that pointed to his groin all the way to his erect dick.

We stared at each other, breathing hard, and we’d barely begun. It was a delicate dance with each of us vying for the lead. Who would make the next move? And would it be good enough?

Everything rode on this first sexual encounter. Was the chemistry between us as electric as we thought? Or was it an illusion? If the sex was average or downright terrible, would this all be a bad joke? And if it lived up to the promise of the heat between us, what then? Did we walk away or hump like rabbits in heat for a year?

Ren went down on one knee in front of me. His dark hair glistened in the firelight as he bowed and slid the garter down my leg. He caressed me until I trembled and ached for him to be inside as he slid the garter off and tossed it aside. He took my leg in his hand, kissing my shin, my knee, trailing kisses up my thigh, stopping just short of the triangle of my thong.

He looked up at me with his dark eyes filled with desire. My breath caught. I realized again just how much this marriage had cost me. This desire was unearthly, the kind of passion that could spark something masterful and eternal. If only we hadn’t been forced together.

He slid my thong off and got to his feet, taking my face between his hands and guiding my mouth to his. I closed my eyes again and let him kiss me. I closed my eyes and pretended this desperate passion was something more. He teased my lips with his tongue. I grazed his lips with my teeth. His tongue darted into my mouth. I pressed my bare breasts against his hard chest and reveled in the feel of his perfect body, touching the tip of my tongue to his.

He slid one arm around me and crushed me to him, sliding his dick between my legs as he backed me toward the bed, kissing me so expertly that I lost track of time and myself until the backs of my legs bumped against the bench at the foot of the bed. I thought for a moment he might take me right on that upholstered bench. Instead, he cupped my butt and lifted me up until I wrapped my legs around his waist. He didn’t break the kiss as he carried me to the side of the bed, laid me on it, and straddled me. Only then did he pull his mouth away.

I opened my eyes to find him braced over me. “Are you going to tease me forever?”

He grinned. “Not forever. Maybe all night.”

I glanced at his erection. “You have the staying power for that?”

“The staying power, but not the willpower.” He thrust into me suddenly.

I gasped as he filled me and pulled his face to mine, kissing him again. I needed the intimacy of his kiss, needed not to feel separate from him. Needed him not to see my need. I thrust my hips up to meet him and wrapped my legs around his back. We found our rhythm, and he found the right angle to give me the most pleasure. He was a skilled lover. He read me well, rewarding each moan and contented sigh with another beautiful, perfect thrust. For my part, I squeezed him tight and released. I read him just as well, matching each pleasurable thing he did to me with one that elicited a groan from him.

They say sex is mostly mental, and maybe that’s true, but I was swept away by the sheer physicality of being with Ren. With each thrust, the waves of pleasure built. With each thrust, a little of the horror of the day washed away. With every move he made, I was more lost in him. It was beautiful, and I was selfish. I didn’t want to crest and finish. I wanted this beautiful distraction to go on until I forgot everything else, including myself.

But Ren was determined to foil my plans. He thrust harder and deeper until, finally, I couldn’t hold back any longer. When my climax came, it came and came and came. My breath caught. I gasped and rode the waves, rocking against him selfishly. Ren’s matching grunt of pleasure brought me back to reality. I moved with him until he was spent.

When the waves of pleasure finally subsided, we looked at each other, stunned. No man had ever rocked me like that. I wanted to hide my astonishment, but I was afraid it was written on my face. I looked up at him with wonder, but his expression was dark. He was almost scowling. And yet there was no doubt he’d climaxed every bit as forcefully as I had.

He rolled off me and lay next to me with his arm over his forehead. He was breathing heavily, but not winded. Neither of us spoke. I assumed his thoughts were too dark for words. I liked to cuddle after sex, but it was clear from his apparent displeasure that wasn’t a wise idea. Instead, I lay still, waiting until he closed his eyes and his breathing slowed.

Damn him. He wasn’t going to fall asleep on me, no matter how hard he’d worked. Men and their spent hormones. He could damn well be displeased. He was the one who’d wanted sex. This was my wedding night, and I was going to have round two.

I waited until he was completely relaxed and falling into the pleasant afterglow of sleep before I grazed his dick with my fingers. At my touch, it sprang to life. Impressive. I wasted no time giving him a furious hand job as I climbed on top of him. He wasn’t hard to arouse, and I really didn’t care about giving him any kind of completion this time. I sat on him with my back to his face, facing the mirror that was slanted down to give a view of the bed. Wanting to insult him. Wanted it to be impersonal. Wanting to turn my back on him.

My hair fell down over my breasts in golden waves highlighted by firelight. The gems at my neck glistened. My skin was slick and shiny with the exertion and heat of our first round. I slid him into me, riding him reverse cowboy, grinding on him only to please myself. This time, I refused to see any displeasure on his face. This time, I would do the work, ride him, use him, and, when it was over, fall asleep facing away from him.

As I moved on him, I saw only myself, the place where he entered me, and his strong legs in front of me. He could have been anyone. He could have been the man my girlish self had fantasized about. He could have loved me beyond reason. This could have been a real relationship, a real marriage.

My wedding dress was a white pool on the floor, reminding me of a flicker of white sleeves in the wind. White lady, are you satisfied now? You got what you wanted. My kindly groom is dead. The man I lust after is disappointed with the part of me I gave him.

The fire crackled and heat washed over me, but it was an entirely different kind of flame that fueled me. I watched myself ride him for a moment, closed my eyes, and threw my head back so that my hair fell down my back. I was no different than a dozen or more medieval maids who’d bedded their lords in this room over the centuries—inconsequential, a means to an end. I rode him hard and fast, and slow and long, with whatever rhythm felt good in the moment. I lost myself in my own fantasies. Shining knights. Did those ever exist?

I rode him until I was on the edge of the orgasm of my life, one that threatened to dwarf the first one. I was so lost that the pair of hot hands that grabbed my hips startled me, and I almost fought the sudden thrusting of his hips. I wasn’t alone in this after all.

His hands held me in place as if he sensed I might bolt. I gasped as he thrust into me with wicked force and felt his abs flex beneath me. If only he knew I was too far gone to fight him. I moved with him, losing myself again to the sensations as the climax built. When I finally toppled over the edge into ecstasy, I screamed like a wild animal, letting all my pent-up frustration and completion out.

I was done, but he wasn’t. My scream only seemed to turn him on. Though I tried to scramble off, he held me firmly in place and thrust once more, forcefully enough to make me gasp again and my climax hang on.

He grunted and stiffened beneath me, pressing me onto him. I opened my eyes, watching us in the mirror, seeing his hands at my hips and his legs taut. His climax went on and on. When he finally relaxed and released me, I slid off him and turned my back to him. Without speaking, I pulled the covers up over me and buried my head in my pillow as he pulled me against his chest and threw his arm over me as if I belonged to him.

I didn’t care what he felt. Or maybe I did and just couldn’t bear to see it.




***











CHAPTER ELEVEN




I woke when the bed groaned. Ren was sitting up with his legs over the side, his very fine, muscled back to me. The room was just beginning to get light. It was still before seven. He stretched.

“Sneaking off?” I said in a sleepy voice.

“Going for a run.”

Of course he was a runner.

“Right off the estate and into the sunrise? Going to leave me already?” I was half joking.

“And lose my half of the estate? Not on your life,” he said, back still toward me.

I couldn’t resist. I ran my long fingernails down his back and watched him shiver with delight while trying to hide it. Goosebumps gave him away.

He slid out of bed, giving me a fine view of his firm, naked bum. “Go back to sleep. I’ll be back soon.” He pulled a pair of running shorts and T-shirt out of a dresser.

“You had your things moved here?” I was surprised. I hadn’t noticed last night.

“And yours,” he said without turning around, hiding his expression and his dick from me.

But at least I got my fill of looking at his profile in the mirror over the fireplace.

“Cost me fifty quid to pay off one of the lads on the staff to do it. Everyone knows that room is haunted. Since word of your scare got around, no one will touch it without compensation.”

“Word got out, did it? Gossip spreads like wildfire around here.” I laughed. “You Brits are a superstitious lot.”

“Some would say smart. And I’m half American, by the way.” He slid the shorts and shirt on, grabbed a pair of socks, and went into the bathroom.

I snuggled into the covers and lay back on my pillow, pondering whether he was punishing me now by not looking at me. His manner seemed almost cold. There was no understanding men. A few minutes later, he reemerged from the bathroom and grabbed his running shoes. “I won’t be gone long.”

After he left, I lay in bed for a while but couldn’t fall back to sleep. My mind was too busy. There were so many things to be decided. So many things to be done—set a date for Manly’s funeral and lying in state, continue with the plans for the castle, and, now, get Ren’s buy-in. Halloween was barely over a month away. One of the first events I wanted to hold at the castle was an overnight ghost-hunting tour.

I sat up and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I still wore my jewelry. I hadn’t taken my makeup off. It was smudged, and I had a bad case of bedhead. Maybe it was better that Ren hadn’t looked at me. Crazy to be married and still be trying to impress him. The course of my life didn’t run straight at all.

I set my jewelry on the nightstand, swung out of bed, and padded to the bathroom, intent on a nice, hot shower. I brushed my teeth and took off my makeup as the water ran and my numbness wore away. At the thought of Manly and everything that had happened, I found myself suddenly emotional. As the steam poured from the shower, I stepped in and let my tears flow. It was hard to tell who or what I was crying for—Manly, myself, the future I thought I’d have, or the future I wanted now.

Just like in the bedroom, I’d stocked the bath and shower with all the scents that were practically guaranteed to make a man horny. As I washed my hair with a light floral shampoo of rose and lily of the valley, the tears stopped and images of last night intruded. I scrubbed myself with blood orange scrub. I lost myself in my thoughts as I lathered myself up with vanilla body wash. I remembered Ren’s touch as I touched myself and slid my hands over my body. If Ren wouldn’t pleasure me this morning, I would myself. There should be sex on the morning after your wedding. There should be.

I closed my eyes, enjoying the slippery suds over my body and the warmth of the water. I moaned softly as I slipped my fingers inside myself, imagining Ren sliding in. What was it about that man? How had he so completely invaded my mind and my body? Even my fantasies. I wanted him in the worst way, but that gave him the upper hand. I couldn’t let him know. I couldn’t let it show.

I was so lost in my pleasurable fantasy that the glass door opening took me by surprise. I felt the cool breeze before I heard anything. My eyes flew open. Ren stood there, naked and erect, his hair damp from his morning run in the mist. How long had he been watching me? How much had he seen? Too much, that was clear enough.

He stepped inside without speaking, spun my back to him, and, with barely a tease, slid into me from behind. Not that I needed to be worked up, but I would have taken him face to face standing up. I liked face-to-face shower sex. If he was punishing me with the impersonal nature of the act, he was doing a damned poor job. His dick was so much finer than my fingers. I gasped and bent forward, giving him better access to my breasts, rocking with him in the vanilla-scented steam.

He was skilled and knew how to move to find my G-spot. He grazed my back with his teeth as he tugged on my nipples and held me tightly against him. Like last night, the pleasure with him was more intense than anything I’d felt before. If I’d been stronger, I would have fought it and him. A moan escaped me, then a gasp, encouraging him to thrust harder and faster. My climax, and his, came quickly. He held me to him as he shuddered, resting his wet head on my back. My knees were weak, but somehow managed to hold me up. Water streamed through my long hair over my face. Time stood still as we stood locked together, breathing hard and trying to find our balance. I was quickly realizing that, with regards to Ren, I had no balance.

When he finally pulled out, he caught me in his arms and pulled me onto his lap on the shower bench. Hot water covered us. Steam surrounded us. But nothing hid the raw lust we felt for each other. My heart raced as I turned my face to his, unsure what I was hoping to find.

He kissed me before I could find out, urgently, with the same intensity he had last night. I kissed him back, sucking his lip roughly, knowing it would leave my mark on him. Wanting it to. The water began to grow suddenly cold. This old castle needed a modern water heater. I pulled away from him and slid out of his lap. Nothing was going to throw cold water on this moment for me.

I wrung my hair out and reached for the door. “Your turn.”

“You’re leaving me in the cold water?”

“I’m leaving you with what you deserve.” I grabbed my towel.

It took him just minutes in the shower. I put on my bra and panties and was still drying my hair when he stepped out and went to the bedroom to dress. I took my time, happier, for the moment, not having to face him and his mercurial moods. When my hair was dry and styled, I put on my quick, everyday makeup, and steeled myself as I entered the bedroom.

Ren was just zipping his suitcase. His backpack was packed and on the bed, his coat thrown over it.

“Going somewhere?” I asked.

“London.” He finished zipping his bag.

I raised an eyebrow. “Really? On our honeymoon?” I tried to sound light.

He finally turned to face me. “I have a life there, Bliss. A job. People”—he paused—”who won’t be expecting me to come back from my uncle’s wedding married to his fiancée.”

He spoke the truth, and even though he looked resigned, his tone stung. As if our situation was all my fault? As if he hadn’t had a choice. He could have walked away. As if Manly hadn’t manipulated both of us. And people, meaning who? Women?

I hadn’t considered that he might be in a relationship with someone. To be honest, with this whirlwind “courtship” and marriage, I hadn’t had time. The thought of another woman made me irrationally angry, bringing up such a passionate pang of jealousy that it was frightening. I’d never felt that much depth of emotion about anything before.

But I walked on such a thin crust of ice here. Despite the fact that Ren was now my husband, I really had no hold on him. And he none on me. Ground rules. We needed ground rules about the relationship before he dashed off. I had no desire for an open marriage. And the last thing I wanted, despite the unconventional circumstances, was to be embarrassed by my husband of less than a day being seen out with another woman. The tabloids would have a field day with that.

“I hope your trip can wait until after breakfast?” I slid up behind him and rested my head on his back. “We have things to discuss. Roles to work out.”

He stiffened, clearly understanding my meaning. “It will have to wait until I get back.”

I swallowed hard and backed away. I wouldn’t beg. “How long will you be gone?”

He looked at me sharply. “I have no idea.” His gaze bounced around the room. “Living here at the estate was never in my plans.”

“Of course not.” I took a deep breath and steeled myself. “But we have things to discuss. Details to work out. People will expect you back for Manly’s funeral and viewing. As his nearest relative, you should say a few words. And be present, at least.”

At the mention of the funeral, he looked almost guilty. “I know my duty. I’ll be back for both. I’ll have to do my best to plan it from London. I’ve been given to believe that Uncle left very definite plans for his funeral.”

I nodded. “Yes. Manly had everything planned out to the smallest detail. And paid for ahead of time. The funeral home has all the plans. All we have to do, really, is set the dates and times and post the announcement. Hire a caterer.”

Ren nodded. “You can handle that.”

I shrugged.

“Good. You have my number.” His gaze traveled down me. I wondered if I unhooked my bra if I could entice him to stay. “Don’t listen to rumors.” He grabbed my arm. “And stay out of that haunted room.”

I was too stunned to do anything but nod.

He picked up his bags, took my chin in his hand, and gave me a quick peck. A quick kiss wasn’t enough. A quick kiss would never be enough from him now that I tasted more.

I wasn’t sure whether I should be pleased or angry with being treated like a wife he’d been married to for years. And then he was gone, leaving me standing stunned in the middle of the room, a bride abandoned on her honeymoon.

I went to the window and watched through the morning mist as he tossed his bags in the boot of his car. He glanced over his shoulder at the window where I stood. I didn’t know what he was looking for, but I didn’t wave. I didn’t like goodbyes, and right now, being enigmatic seemed like the best way to bring him back as soon as possible. He jumped into the driver’s seat of his car, which, to my American eye, still looked weird, like he was waiting for a driver to get in the other side. I stood in the window, watching as his car pulled away and out of sight into the gray mist. Yesterday had been sunny. Today, this. English fog and morning mist. A harbinger? If Ren never came back, would I be better off? Or devastated?
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Bliss is drawn into the mysteries surrounding the castle and her new husband that threaten her hopes of saving the estate, her heart, and her marriage to the hot new duke.
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BONUS CHAPTER




The Duke of Manly




September

Manly Manor, England

Manly had never meant to be a bridegroom on his hundredth birthday. He’d intended to wed his bride months ago and have an heir well on the way by now. But as he discovered, getting married was rather like building a house—too bloody many delays and unexpected cost overruns. Marriage visas. Twenty-eight-day notice, given in person, at a designated registrar’s office after obtaining the marriage visa. Flights back and forth across the pond for all of it. Expensive flights from Seattle. Paid for out of Manly’s rapidly dwindling funds.

He insisted on paying for them. He had some pride left. Not much, but he was of another era where pride mattered. It was bad enough he was marrying for money and an heir. He had to put on some show of class and civility. Maybe love.

Did he love Bliss, his beautiful twenty-nine-year-old bride-to-be? Yes. Surprisingly so. More than he’d ever loved anyone. More than he’d loved any of his first three duchesses. He loved her with an ache that wouldn’t subside. There was no fool like an old fool, and he was an old fool in spades. Worse, he lusted after her. Even though their private agreement was for a sexless marriage. Any heir conceived would be by artificial insemination. If it was the only way he could get Bliss to marry him, so be it. It didn’t take the desire away.

Even an old man could lust. Lusting was easy. Lust was mental. Performing was the challenge.

Ever optimistic he could charm her and change her mind, he had a whole cabinet full of male performance drugs at his disposal. But there was more to completing the act than getting it up. He’d been working out with a trainer and physical therapist who specialized in the aged. The fitness training hadn’t gone as well as hoped. Despite Manly’s best efforts, his body remained in decline.

There were many times he longed for his much younger body. The body women admired and lusted over. The body that did as he willed without thought or practice. This was one of those times when the longing was so pronounced it was almost an ache. In his mind, he was still young and sharp and had the sexual prowess renowned around the UK. But every move, even shifting in his chair, reminded him of his frailty. The mere thought of sex made his heart race erratically. It was to the point he wasn’t certain his heart was even strong enough to think about sex.

His heart had been worrying him since early summer, since shortly after his meeting with Hardly and Axe. It was acting up again. He had a long history of heart trouble going back to his late seventies. After his last procedure nearly a decade ago, his health had been good. But he recognized the symptoms easily enough. Every day was a gift. Manly hadn’t been joking when he’d told his friends he didn’t expect to live much past his hundredth birthday. He had facts to back his claim up. There was no other way around it—he was living on borrowed time. His cardiologist had made that plain enough.

But as badly beaten and weak as his old heart was, it belonged to Bliss. She made him feel young—at heart, at least. She made him laugh. She provided a bit of fun scandal and excitement in his life that reminded him of old times and the man he was, really, beneath the wrinkles and gray hair.

In general, people liked to treat old men like puppy dogs to be patted on the head and led around on the leash. As if getting old automatically rendered one’s intelligence and capability null and void. If one more nurse called him “dearie” or he had to fill out one more questionnaire at the physician’s office asking him if he was getting forgetful—

If he was getting forgetful, how the bloody hell would he know? Damn fools.

But people did love to talk and natter on about him marrying a woman seventy-one years younger than himself. With some awe, he thought with satisfaction. He might be one hundred years old, but he still had it. He still had some sex appeal. He’d have a beautiful woman on his arm—albeit holding him up—that men of all ages would be envious of. And that gave him great joy.

The renewal of the celebrity status he used to enjoy was no small side benefit, either. A duke was always a minor celebrity. But since entering his twilight years, he’d been relegated to nothing more than a comic figure. A desperate old man in search of a wife he’d never find. Take that, doubters! He’d shown them. Because he’d always thrived on being the center of attention, he was in his glory. If only Bliss had been born seventy years earlier, they could have had an entire life together. She actually seemed to enjoy the uproar almost as much as he did. A woman with a sense of humor like hers was hard to find.

Bliss joked that she was the new Anna Nicole Smith, just going after him for his title and castle. But at least Manly didn’t have any children to come after her after he died. He joked back that he didn’t have anything any heir would want. There was nothing except a pile of debt to inherit.

They both knew that wasn’t true. There was the title and the castle, which could be sold for a decent fortune. But because Manly insisted the next duke must have the estate, the only way to protect Bliss’s hold on the castle and title was to produce a son. None of that mattered to her or seemed to bother her. She was willing to take him on and save his dukedom from extinction.

He had no pretensions that part of his appeal wasn’t how short the marriage was likely to be. If they were lucky, it would be measured in months, not days or hours.

Manly didn’t stop to consider Bliss’s motivations for marrying him beyond the obvious—her mother wanted a title for her, no matter how worthless they were these days. Some days, the nobility’s days felt as numbered as Manly’s.

Never mind that. It would all be worth it in the end.

Bliss, his gorgeous fiancée, of course, did all the traveling. There was no thought of Manly getting on a plane. At his age, any day could be his last. He didn’t want to chance dying in the States so far away from home. Their courtship had been unconventional, but what about his life hadn’t been?

Now the castle was happily full of wedding guests in their finery. The English women in their fashionable hats. And Bliss’s mother in a hat that was patently over the top and outrageous. Silly looking. The Americans didn’t know how to wear hats, or, apparently, even how to buy proper ones.

The castle was popping at the battlements with people. Manly Manor hadn’t been host to so many guests in decades, not since Manly’s wedding to his third duchess. Most of the many bedrooms had been aired and opened. Bliss’s billionaire mother had been happy to pay for new bedding and the cleaning services necessary to get the place guest-ready. Hosting this party was one of the times having a castle actually came in handy.

The castle wasn’t your typical wedding venue. It was no fairytale castle with colorful flags flying from peaked turrets. With its gargoyle sentries and dark gray stone and brick, its pikes and heavy wooden doors, arrow slits and battlements, and torture chamber and dungeon, Manly Manor was actually much better suited to Halloween. It had its share of ghost stories, naturally. Any building its age would. Including one ghost who haunted him to this day.

Now that the bedrooms were refurbished and cleaned, Bliss had plans to open the castle part of the year for ghost tours and parties. To turn it into a tourist attraction and bed and breakfast that would earn its keep. She had a deep appreciation for its history and character, and a passion for it as well. The girl was everything Manly could hope for in a duchess. He just hoped she was fertile.

Despite the castle’s imposing character, the wedding planner Bliss’s mother had hired had managed to turn the castle into a beautiful fall wedding venue. The gardens were in particularly fine form, thanks to an advance from his future mother-in-law, who was barely more than half his age. The trees were turning color. The Michaelmas daisies were out in full bloom. Perfect timing. Michaelmas daisies always heralded the arrival of his birthday. They’d been his favorite flower since childhood.

The wedding was small by aristocratic standards. His side of the party would have been remarkably small if not for all the people he was expected to invite. Only Axe and Hardly mattered to Manly. The only other person of importance in attendance was Manly’s heir, Ren, whom Manly once loved, but had been estranged from him for years. Family tragedy. Manly didn’t like to think about it.

It was hard not to be bitter about the future destruction of your dynasty. The young whelp was a Londoner now. Ren had loved the estate when he was a boy. But he hadn’t even bothered to visit the castle in over a decade. Not since that terrible night.

Ren was one of those modern fellows who liked to hang out with his mates and play games. He was into technology. The home of the future. Self-driving cars. Everything automated. Modern architecture with lots of glass and all that. Not the kind of man to appreciate Manly Manor. Worse, Ren was everything Manly no longer was—young, vital, and what young women liked to call “hot.”

Manly would just as soon Ren wasn’t in attendance, but it was protocol. Manly was all about protocol and tradition. And he couldn’t resist the urge to throw this wedding in his nephew’s face. He relished the thought of watching Ren sweat as the certainty of his inheritance was snatched from him.

Manly hoped the dastardly heir was sweating bullets at the thought of Manly leaving the state to Bliss, or better yet, producing a son to leave both the estate and the title to. Loss of money, that, really. Acres and acres of land that could be developed and fitted with modern structures.

However, if the almost-future duke knew what was in store for him should Manly fail, he’d be cheering Manly on. But that would be for Hardly and Axe, and the solicitor, Thorne, to see to. Manly was hoping it wouldn’t come to that.

Bliss’s mum had hauled in an army of guests, many of whom were still arriving. The grounds had become a veritable car park. Hired valets were on hand. Waiters and florists. Cooks and bakers. Maids. An army of people. The old castle hummed like she had in her heyday. Manly was happy to see it.

His bride would come down the grand staircase and into the grand salon, where he would marry her in a brief ceremony. Reverend Hodgson had strict instructions to make it quick. At Manly’s age, there was no need, and no time, to draw things out. Time was his enemy and anything that wasted it a liability. Besides, he could only stand so long, and he refused to be married sitting down. So he would be married in the morning, when he was at his prime of the day.

A wedding brunch was to follow in the dining room. No dancing. He was too old for that. He would forgo a first dance with his bride. Later, all the guests would be sent home and Manly would dine alone with his Bliss. After that, they would lie about consummating the marriage. Who would be around to dispute them? He’d be dead before the subject ever came up.

Then it was early to bed. He’d lost his appetite for staying up late years ago.

Manly got ready in his bedroom suite on the second floor with Harris, his valet, and Axe and Hardly helping him dress, like a gentleman, like a duke, not because he was a doddery old man. He hadn’t worn tails in years. His arthritic fingers couldn’t manage the buttons on his shirt or tie his tie. Fortunately, his valet was adept.

When Manly was finally dressed, Axe inspected Manly as he inspected himself in the full-length mirror.

“You look almost young.” Axe attacked his shoulders with a rolling lint brush.

“You mean I could pass for ninety-five?” Manly turned sideways. Young was a relative term. The coat hid his paunch rather nicely.

“I mean I see the rakish young Manly sparkling in your eyes,” Axe said.

Quite a compliment, coming from him. Manly clapped him on the shoulder. His old friend always saw the best in him. “Bliss picked the tails out, and my tie and shirt, the whole ensemble.” Manly turned to the other side to a get another view. “She has the knack.”

“Yes, she certainly does.” Hardly came up behind him. “Axe and I will have to start insisting she pick all of your clothes. You’ll be much easier on our eyes, and we’ll thank her for it.”

Manly let out a loud laugh. “You’re nearly blind, Hardly.”

“Not blind enough.” There was affection in Hardly’s voice.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Axe asked. “Are you up for this?” He cleared his throat. “I mean, tonight will be vigorous, I should imagine. It has been a while.”

Manly hadn’t had sex with Bliss, and his friends knew it. It was a matter of opportunity and ability. Manly knew what they were thinking—they were worried he’d fail. Or worse, have a heart attack during the act. They needn’t have worried.

“I imagine she’ll have energy enough for both of us.” As Manly grinned, his jaw felt tight. He’d been clenching it too often these past months as he fought with bureaucrats trying to get the necessary licenses to marry Bliss. Otherwise, the signs were good. Except for a small bit of heartburn, which was natural enough on a wedding day, he was feeling particularly youthful.

One of the wedding planner’s assistants knocked on the door and popped her head in. “It’s time. The bride is ready. The guests are in place.”

Manly nodded and took a final glimpse of himself in the mirror. He looked to his two best men. They nodded.

“We’re ready.” He clenched his fist. His arm was suddenly sore, his fingers stiff from arthritis. He hoped his hand worked well enough to slide the ring on Bliss’s finger.

Harris, who’d been standing silently by, offered Manly his arm. Manly usually walked with a cane, but refused one for this occasion.

They followed the assistant down the back staircase, the old servants’ staircase. They came out conveniently at the side of the temporary altar that had been erected for the ceremony. Reverend Hodgson, the clergyman from the local church, stood ready to perform the wedding ceremony, dressed in his ceremonial robes.

Manly was winded, more so than he should have been. As he caught his breath, Hardly shot him a concerned look. Manly gave him a reassuring smile and turned his attention to his surroundings.

The grand salon was beautiful. Everything polished to a sparkle. Fall floral arrangements everywhere. Rows of folding chairs decorated with ribbons for the guests, all facing the staircase where Bliss would arrive. Sunlight from the fine fall day streamed in through the tall windows with their ancient glass.

Manly took stock of the audience. Ren, his great-great-nephew and heir, sat in the front row, in the family “pew.” Even though he’d seen Ren last night and this morning, for a moment, Manly was taken aback again, as if his old mind expected Ren to still be a mischievous boy. But Ren was fully grown and vital. Manly was struck again by the resemblance to his younger self. The dark blue, snapping eyes. The nearly black hair. The arrogant set of his features. He was a handsome man, arresting. And angry.

Manly almost frowned. His thoughts turned bleak and dark. For the barest instant, he felt a profound sense of envy and jealousy. No. No. This was Manly’s day. His plan. He wouldn’t be thwarted or upset by Ren’s presence. Victory would be his. He would have a son. He would make one. By whatever means necessary.

The harpist Manly had insisted on was softly playing classical music. Suddenly, the string quartet joined in, playing the wedding processional. All heads and a sea of hats turned toward the top of the staircase. Bliss appeared at the top, looking breathtakingly beautiful in a simple white gown with sheer side panels and a plunging V-neck. Her hair fell around her shoulders in loose waves. Pearls and diamonds studded her hair. A simple veil was pinned to the back of her head, held in place by a diamond comb. She carried a bouquet of fall flowers, including Michaelmas daisies in a touching nod to Manly.

The crowd held its breath. She found Manly’s face and smiled beautifully at him.

She was so stunning. So perfect. He didn’t deserve her. She didn’t deserve such an old man. If only she could have had the young, vital version of him. As if to mock him, the portrait of a much younger him smiled down on the crowd from behind.

She started down the stairs toward him on the arm of her father, who’d been divorced from her mother since Bliss was a toddler. Bliss was a vision in white in a couture gown worthy of any princess. Again, the regret that she hadn’t been born much sooner. Or he much later.

Manly’s chest squeezed. And squeezed again.

She took another step. And another.

He ached for her, longed for her so hard his chest felt as if an anvil had landed on it. The pain radiated out to his arm and his back. His jaw felt tighter. His heartburn raged.

He broke out into a cold sweat. Nerves—no, this couldn’t be nerves.

He couldn’t breathe. He gasped and clutched his chest. His knees buckled. Hardly tried to catch him, but was too slow and too weak. Manly fell to his knees.

A female scream pierced the air.

Still clutching his chest, Manly toppled over. No. No. So close. So close. He couldn’t die. He wouldn’t die now.

A chair banged over. He heard a scuffle through static and the ringing in his ears.

“Help. Help! We need help!” Was that Hardly?

Someone get a phone out and call the medics. Manly pictured it, a sea of phones pulled from pockets.

Gasping for breath, he looked up into the hard, handsome, opportunistic face of the first person to reach him—his great-great-nephew. It was an expression he knew well. It mirrored the one he’d worn so carelessly through life.

His nephew pulled at Manly’s tie and loosened his shirt. Was that a smug look on Ren’s face? “Give him space. He needs air. Doctor? Do we have a doctor in the house?”

The pain. The pressure. An elephant sitting on his chest. That was how a heart attack was always described. So Manly knew. He knew what this meant.

Footsteps on the tile floor. Delicate, running footsteps. The sound of a woman’s heels. Bliss’s beautiful, worried face above him.

He tried to speak. Nothing came out. He reached for Hardly’s hand and squeezed it. Time was running out. This was it. He had a quick choice to make. One last sentence or pair of words left in him. He could either tell Bliss he loved her. Or…

“Plan B,” he whispered urgently to Hardly and Axe, who had finally managed to kneel next to him.

Axe leaned in closer and cocked an ear. “What?”

Damn his poor hearing.

“Plan B.” The light was fading. “Plan B.” Manly’s words were coming out garbled.

Axe nodded, barely visible in the tunnel closing in around Manly.

Manly relaxed. It was all right now. Plan B.

Bliss was on the floor next to him, cradling his head in her lap, stroking his hair. Her sensual perfume wafted to his nose. “Hang on. Hang on, Manly. Here’s the doctor now.”

A man pushed his way into the group.

Manly looked into the lovely eyes of his young bride. “I—”

He fell back. The life left his eyes.

The Duke of Manly had died on his wedding day. The beautiful birthday and wedding cakes would now be just cake, a sad reminder of almost bliss. Manly had lived exactly a century. Born and died on the same day of the year. Though if the precise truth was known, he expired hours short of the actual time of his birth. He’d missed one hundred years on the planet by hours.

The doctor took Manly’s pulse and turned to the bride with sympathetic eyes. “I’m terribly sorry. He’s gone.”
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There’s a beast in the castle…When I take over my grandmother’s former job as a scullery maid for an abandoned castle, I’m just looking for a break from law school. The last thing I expect to find on my first day of work is a flirtatious French squatter named Al. After figuring out that he’s a homeless veteran, I let him stay in exchange for helping me clean the castle, but that’s it. This is NOT a recipe for romance—even if this particular squatter is cut like a Greek god, weirdly sexy, and possibly good-looking beneath his huge red beard.




However, what starts out as an attempt to assist a troubled soul, eventually turns into something much, much hotter...until I discover my homeless veteran is none other than Prince Aldrich Gerulf Pierre de Chanval du Fort, Crown Prince of Les Iles de la Victoire—AKA the Bad Boy Prince of Victoire. WTH?! I break off the relationship. Of course I do! But then I discover that I’m…pregnant by the bad boy prince! 













CHAPTER ONE




So I guess it’s official. I’m now a scullery maid, Talia thinks as she walks across a rickety bridge worn smooth as driftwood by Indian Ocean waters.

From law school student to glorified janitor. Her parents would be so proud. Not. Which is why she still hasn’t told them. About that, or her decision not to use the return ticket they bought her. The one that’s supposed to fly her back to the States for the start of the fall semester of her last year of law school at Columbia.

Still, Talia feels light and carefree as she walks towards the castle she’s decided to continue care-taking in place of her dearly departed grandmother…and away from any chance of making that flight back to the States. Sure her Connecticut lawyer parents would not be impressed by her current career choice. And anyone with a background in psychology would probably label this as some sort of identity crisis.

But seriously, how many of her New York friends can actually say they’ve worked as a scullery maid? Like, an honest-to-God scullery maid in a real castle? Not a one, Talia suspects as she continues towards an island way smaller than the one she just left on the other side of the bridge.

And yeah, sure, it’s technically an abandoned castle…

Talia shades her eyes with her free hand to more clearly see the old stone structure in the distance, towering over tangles of overgrown palms and climbing orchids. It’s the first time she’ll work on the castle’s interior, and just looking at the job in front of her is enough to offset her worries about what her parents might think.

Today, the red scarves tied to the bridge’s railing are all blowing in one direction. She shifts her bucket of cleaning supplies, and drags her fingertips across them, imagining her grandmother tying each one to the railing. Papy says she tied on a scarf every tropical summer, to keep track of the many years she’d spent taking care of the old castle. More than Talia’s lifetime.

Once she’s on the tiny island, her flip-flops scuff on the reddish, clay-like dirt. She approaches the castle’s main gate, a ten-foot wall of wrought iron curly-cues, and takes out an oversized skeleton key.

The castle was built when the surrounding ocean was a wild west of pirates, slave traders, explorers, and merchants. And it’s heavily fortified. A village of artisans and servants once lived behind the twenty-foot stone walls. Walls that were capable of defending the castle, and helping it fight off enemies with walks, towers, and covered turrets from which cannons could be fired at marauding invaders. Or so her Lonely Planet guide says. She hasn’t explored it much yet.

In fact, in the last few weeks since she first started coming here, there’s been more than enough work for her to do on the grounds without opening the main door to the dark, quiet building. Until today, she’s been more like a groundskeeper…feeding stray chickens, and performing the world’s biggest detangling job on the castle’s jungle of a garden.

But today, she’s finally going inside. And she’s going to scullery maid the crap out of this place.

If my friends could see me now, she sings to herself as she jiggles the key in the big iron gate.

To be honest, she’s been putting this part of the job off. The ancient dwelling, more or less forgotten by the family who owns it, has been cared for by one individual for the last thirty years: her grandmother. Which meant she was the only person who’d set foot inside the abandoned castle for a very long time.

In fact, Papy and his friends don’t even call the castle by its local name, Old Vick, an anglicized diminutive of its French name, Vieux Victoire. Instead, they fondly refer to it as “Rosy’s Chateau,” as if it belonged to her grandmother rather than the royal family who’d abandoned it to reside on the mainland.

Talia hesitates in front of the main gate. The thought of entering the castle proper makes her feel like she’s doing something wrong, like she’s about to invade Mamy’s space. And there’s also the inevitable sadness she experiences when she stops to think about the reason she’s here at the castle instead of Mamy.

According to Papy, Talia’s grandmother never missed a day of work, and never let anyone help her, not even him. She came to the castle five days a week for thirty years, even though no one from the royal family ever came by for so much as a visit. As long as the monthly funds transfer was made into her meager bank account, Mamy did her work, even when it became difficult for her towards the end. Maybe too difficult.

She’d come down with pneumonia a few months ago, gone to sleep one night, and never woke up. Probably an undiagnosed heart condition overlooked by the island’s only—and overworked—doctor, her mother decided with a sniff. “I told her she and Papa should come live with us in Connecticut, but she never listened.”

With a few tears welling up in her eyes, Talia shoves open the heavy gate with her shoulder, slamming it up against the stone wall on the other side. She scoops up her things and walks through, admiring the fine work she’s done outside, sweeping up debris, scrubbing off bird droppings, and pulling out the tenacious weeds that grew so damn fast in the tropical climate. The stone steps leading to the main terrace need another sweep, but compared to how things looked when she first showed up, the place is truly pride-worthy.

Mamy, who’d never so much as stepped a toe off Victoire, would definitely be proud.

Once she’s indoors, the first thing Talia plans to do is open the shutters to air out the rooms that have been shut up for months. After all, aren’t the maids always throwing open windows, and airing out the rooms on Downton Abbey? Plus, it’ll let in some much-needed sunlight, as there’s no electricity—or running water for that matter—out here. Much like Terre d’Or, this place is very much frozen in time. A condition Talia’s almost gotten used to—almost. At least without Wi-Fi she doesn’t have to field any questions from back home about why she hasn’t returned to her big city life as planned.

But one sight stops her cold as soon as she crosses the main threshold.

In the far left corner of the terrace that surrounds the entire ground floor of the residence, one window’s tall wooden shutters have been opened. Not just blown open by the wind, but intentionally opened and pinned back by metal clasps mounted on the wall to keep them from banging.

What the…? Talia drops her bucket and moves closer. She spots a pile of charred wood, tented into what had once been a tidy campfire. The gusts of wind scatter flakes of ash across an otherwise clean-swept terrace. With her outstretched hand, she can feel a faint trace of heat rising from the blackened embers.

Someone is here.

Someone is living in Mamy’s castle!

Talia curses. And not in French like Papy, but like an American city girl who knows better than to go out into the countryside alone. She might not be a native New Yorker, but living in the city for the last seven years has given her a healthy skepticism towards the so-called safety of rural areas. Most city dwellers label rural, isolated places like this beautiful small island, as dangerous. Because out here, nobody can hear you scream. And right now—she lets out a shaky breath—right now, she is feeling the vulnerability of her isolation.

If her friends could see her now. No, seriously. That would be fine with her. Because Talia suddenly does not like the feeling of being in this place, by herself, miles from anyone who could help with an uninvited guest.

This castle is isolated and unmanned. It has no security team, no surveillance system…nothing. Anyone could sneak onto the tiny island, scale the wall, and make themselves right at home. A frightening image suddenly invades her head: a band of pirates lying in wait on an unseen corner of the terrace.

But no… don’t be such a city girl, Talia, she decides, shaking the image of modern day marauders from her head. It’s probably just some local spending the night. She remembers a story Mamy once told her when she and her mother were visiting a few years ago. About nearly being scared to her “good death, now” when she arrived to clean the castle only to find one of their farmer friends running ‘round like a devil ghost.

Apparently, he’d argued with his wife and rowed over from Terre d’Or in his small fishing boat, so his “ungratitude woman” could have a taste of how sad her life would be without him to kick around. Ironic, since he and his wife ended up having their worst fight yet upon his return with Mamy’s hand tight around his collar. But as far as Mamy was concerned, what had started out as a scare had turned into a funny story. Ultimately harmless, Talia reminds herself.

But what if whoever’s camping here this time isn’t harmless? Her hands itch for the mace she used to carry when she lived in New York.

She again recalls her grandmother telling that story. Her Vickee patois accent so thick, Talia’s mom had to translate most of it for her. But Talia could feel the love Mamy had for this castle in her gap-toothed smile, her warm brown eyes, her indignant expression as she told them about kicking “that no good mon” out of her castle.

This is Mamy’s castle.

Talia owes it to her to be brave.

She picks back up her mop and bucket and squares her shoulders. Then she runs just like she’s seen special op forces do in movies—but, you know, with a mop and a bucket of cleaning supplies instead of with a way more useful gun and bullet-proof shield—to the main entrance. No pirates attack her on the terrace, so the squatter must be inside.

She pulls out her old-timey, jailor-sized key ring and finds another skeleton key. The one that looks like a crown encrusted with, possibly, genuine jewels. She jams it in the keyhole.

At first, it won’t budge. But after rattling the door a few times, she manages to turn the key in the lock. The door creaks, echoing like screams through the building, ruining any chance of a stealthy entrance.

“Hello?” she calls out. “Bonjour?”

It’s very dark inside, but she can just make out the high-ceilinged foyer, a sheet-covered chandelier hanging in the middle of it like a dangling cauliflower. There’s a strip of light down the hallway, coming from under a door. That must be the room with the open shutters.

“Hello?” she calls again, venturing further inside. Now that her eyes have adjusted to the dim light, she can see a trail of large footprints imprinted in the dust on the stone floor. They trail from the foyer to the underlit door, but go back out again and then further down the hallway, receding into the blackness.

Okay… okay…

Talia carefully plucks the mop from its bucket, holding it like a baseball bat right above its ropy head as she advances forward. Sure, she’s technically a pacifist, but whoever’s behind the door doesn’t know that.

She reaches for the knob, a tremble traveling up her arm as she twists and pushes.

After so much dark, the bright room makes her squint.

“Hello? Is anyone here?” Her hands squeeze tight around the weapon she hopes she won’t have to use.

No answer. She looks around the huge, square room. Sheet-covered furniture and frayed Persian carpets cover the geometric, parquet floors. It could be something out of a haunted house, except the windows let in enough bright, salty air to blast away the shadows. The room seems to be some kind of parlor or sitting room, with a small table probably meant for playing cards or writing letters. There is a place setting on the table. One dirty dish, accompanied by tarnished silverware, and a wine glass. The dish has the royal crest on it, the same one on Les Iles de la Victoire’s national flag.

“Seriously?!?!” she whispers. Because what kind of a squatter makes himself at home with the good china? Indignation flares in her chest—right before her inner city girl points out, one who’s not expecting visitors, that’s who.

Okay, this is stupid. Her New York sensibilities fire back up, overriding whatever bravery Mamy handed down to her through their genetic line. All her determination to kick the squatter out is replaced by the feeling she gets when she watches horror movies featuring dumb high schoolers who try to “figure out” what’s going on, instead of flat out running now, and asking questions later. She wheels back from the table. She needs to go. She needs to run, right now, before—

“Bonjour,” says a voice behind her.

Talia screams.
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CHAPTER TWO




Talia’s hand clasps against her mouth, cutting off her own scream.

There’s a figure on the terrace, framed by the open French doors, and silhouetted by the vibrant blue sky behind him. He’s lithe and muscular…her eyes trace the length of his legs, bare except for a pair of tattered shorts that end half way down his thighs, and a trim torso with a slight ‘v’ stemming from a narrow waist to solid shoulders. He’s lean, but not skinny. And much taller than her. He could definitely take her, even with the mop.

Nerp, there definitely wouldn’t be any grabbing of collars and delivering of errant squatters back to Terre d’Or today. Mainly because the stranger’s not wearing a shirt, and also because of the color of his skin. Deeply tanned but not brown, which means he’s almost definitely one of the mainlanders who so rarely make it out to this remote island. He has hair the color of rust, so full and wavy, it puts her in mind of a lion’s mane.

Still, she channels Mamy enough to call out, “This is private property, you need to leave!” Though she’s not even sure the guy speaks English.

He tilts his head and chuckles.

“Eh oui, d’accord. Private property. If this is such private property, what are you doing here?” he asks, moving further into the room.

Talia steps back, and bumps into a sheet-covered arm chair, nearly knocking it over.

“Stop! Don’t come any closer!” she commands, holding up her mop.

He stops. Looks at her. And her mop.

There’s more light on his face now. And she can see he appears far more amused than afraid beneath his red castaway beard—which is so full and unkempt, it goes past his jawbone and hides most of his neck.

Combined with his tattered shorts and wild lion hair, he gives off a transient air that makes Talia shift right back into her wary New Yorker persona as she demands, “Did you leave this mess in here?”

“Oui, and the maid is apparently on holiday,” he grumbles.

Her mouth drops open. Who does he think he is?

“I’m the maid!”

The stranger’s eyes travel from her flip flops to her cotton tank top, then narrow in confusion. “What, no uniform?”

“Ah…” she says, “It kind of didn’t fit. I’m taking over the job from my grandmother who passed. But the point is, I’m responsible for this property, and I can’t allow some no-good freeloader to —”

“Pardon?”

“What?” she asks, just as confused by his look of confusion.

“You can’t allow what? What is this word you called me? Pardon, pretty American girl, but you are now well past my English language skills.”

Another smile flashes beneath the beard, and for some reason Talia has the sudden urge to look at the floor and tuck her hair behind one ear. Okay, maybe she shouldn’t have skipped the flight to New York if being called pretty by a squatter makes her feel all fluttery inside.

“I said freeloader,” she replies, biting her lip. “It’s…someone who takes without giving back.”

“This word you call me is very confusing.” He frowns at her, but not angrily. More like he’s trying to figure her out. “Why do you not say, euh, interloper? Or trespasser?”

Talia sighs and rolls her eyes. “Fine. I can’t allow trespassers to stay on the— “

“Non, explain more of this word to me, freeloader. It is strange, n’est-ce pas?”

“I guess.” She lowers the mop a little, trying to work out the meaning for herself. “It’s like, free…you know free, right? And then load…a load is a bunch of stuff…”

When she glances at him to see if he’s getting all this, he’s smiling again. Amused. “Now hold on!” She raises the mop again. “This isn’t an English lesson! Tell me who you are and how you got here!”

“But I have taken nothing for free. In fact, I’ve been forced to forage and fish for my meals since I arrived—mince, where are my manners? I have not offered you any refreshments! Come,” he says, “Let me make you a drink.”

Without waiting for her reply, he walks out of the room.

“Wait, no…!” she calls out. But he doesn’t come back, and she finds herself following after some raggedy man who looks like he escaped from a one-palm-tree desert island.

She trails him down a dark hallway, pushing a hand against the wall as she goes to keep from stumbling. Her fingers bump over decorative molding and enormous covered picture frames as she makes her way through the unlit space.

A crack of light slices through the darkness, and up ahead Talia sees the freeloader, trespasser, squatter—whatever—disappearing through another door.

She follows in his wake and is temporarily blinded when she finds herself in a galley-style kitchen, sun soaked and warm with salty, fresh air. The shutters are thrown open too, as well as the glass doors. But she hadn’t been able to see this room from the castle’s main entrance. This side of the castle faces the open ocean, not the small island it’s attached to.

The trespasser looks completely at home here, and he’s placing towels—no, rags—over a couple of fish. It looks like he might have been in the middle of deboning them when she arrived.

“What’s all this?” she asks, propping the mop against a counter.

“My lunch,” he answers as if it’s the most natural thing in the world to be deboning fish while squatting in a local historical landmark.

Then before she can ask any more questions, he moves so close to her, she can feel the heat of his bare chest.

“You are thirsty, non?” he asks. Hopefully noting the sheen of sweat on her forehead, and not the way her breath quickens when he’s nearby.

“A bit,” she answers, thinking of the bottle of water she’d tucked into her bucket of cleaning supplies. The bucket she’d dropped at the front door, which seems impossibly far away right now. “But there’s no running water out here, and even if there was, it wouldn’t be potable,” at his curious look she clarifies, “er, drinkable.”

That’s one of the things she’s been working on with her grandfather this summer turned fall semester vacation. Helping him figure out how to bring reliable clean running water to the residents of Terre d’Or.

Once again, without a word, the semi-naked man leaves the room. But this time, he heads outside.

“Now what?” she mutters aloud to herself, moving past one of the kitchen’s huge plantation-style doors to follow him.

The man is crouched on the terrace, facing away from her, and raising a…a sword! Like, a really old sword with what appears to be precious stones embedded in its hilt. She just knows he took it off one of the walls in the house.

“No, what are you doing?” She runs forward, arms outstretched to stop him from possibly damaging a valuable antique.

But she’s too late. He hoists the museum artifact over his head and then…the long blade comes down with a moist thwack. After committing an act that would send any museum docent into apoplectic shock, the stranger stands and extends one elegant hand towards the raw young coconut split in half on the terrace.

“Please get a glass,” he says.

And after a moment of consideration, she turns back toward the kitchen to grant his request.

Talia Marie Jeffries, what are you doing?! Her mother’s voice rings clear in her head. She pops up in there a lot. Really, whenever Talia is putting herself in a foolish situation that won’t end well. Take, for example, that one time during her second year at Columbia when she stayed out all night with some journalism students instead of studying for her torts exam. Or when she decided to stay on in Victoire with Papy instead of returning to law school.

Talia, don’t be a fool. You’ll never be made partner by 27 (translation: you’ll never be like me), if you don’t buckle down! Leave this foolish boy behind, and get back to your cleaning. Better yet, get on the next flight to New York where you belong!

But her mother is 9,000 miles away, and Talia’s on vacation. On a totally secret, kind of working vacation no one else knows about, but still…she’s allowed to indulge her curiosity.

So she goes into the kitchen to look for a glass. After opening a few cupboard doors, she finds a cabinet of what appear to be heavy, crystal goblets.

“Oh good! Parfait.”

Castaway Man is suddenly behind her, and she’s so surprised, she knocks over the glass she was reaching for. But the stranger is way smoother than he looks. He catches the heavy goblet before it crashes to the floor, his beard brushing against her bare shoulder. Then, in what appears to be a well-choreographed move, he grabs a second glass, and holding them both by the stems in one hand, fills each with cloudy liquid from the coconut he happens to be holding in his other hand. He passes her a goblet.

“Santé,” he says, flashing her a wicked smile before raising his glass and tipping it back.

Maybe he really is a pirate, she thinks, taking a sip from her own glass.

The drink is sweet and refreshing. Nothing like she’s tasted in the prepackaged coconut water products back home. And even though the liquid is room temperature, it rapidly quenches her thirst.

“Thank you,” she says with real gratitude.

But then she remembers this is Mamy’s castle, not his. Even though he’s acting like it.

Talia places her glass on the counter. “Look, I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you really have to go. I’ve come to clean inside and I can’t have some random dude living here, using priceless artifacts to crack coconuts while I work.”

“Random dude?” He shakes his head with a wry chuckle. “You American girls…”

“Okay then, tell me who you are,” she shoots back, folding her arms.

“Of course,” he answers, with an almost princely bow of his head. “I am Al.” He pauses for a moment, like he’s waiting for her to do something.

So she sticks out her hand. “Hi, Al. I’m Talia.”

After a moment of hesitation, his hand envelops hers, warm and rough.

“Talia,” he repeats. “Enchanté.”

He holds her palm a second too long, and she’s the one to pull away.

“So Al, how did you end up here again?” she asks, fingering the slate sink. If she can get his story, maybe she can convince him to return to wherever he came from.

“I swam.”

“You…swam?” She shoots him a look. “I’ve been on Terre d’Or for a few months, I think I would have noticed you there.”

To be honest, Al is the first white man she’s seen since she got on the ferry. Les Îles de la Victoire has a population with blended Polynesian, African, and European ancestry. But on Terre d’Or, the population is nearly all an African Polynesian mix that everyone, including the locals themselves, refer to as Vickees.

“No, I swam from a boat,” he says. “Four kilometers.”

“What are you, like a Navy Seal?”

“Ah, the American elite fighting force! Non. But I was in the French Royale for a few years…just a lieutenant,” he says. “However, I was recently discharged due to…some personal troubles. And now I am here.”

His eyes wander to the windows, a sad look passing over his face. “I guess you could say I am taking an un-allowed break from my real life.”

Ohhhh. Talia blinks. Suddenly feeling guilty.

He’s a veteran. He’s been at sea, perhaps seen battle…so many young soldiers do these days. And now he’s squatting in an abandoned castle. Likely psychologically affected by his tour with the navy.

She immediately switches from what would Mamy do, to what would the grandparent she has more in common with do. Her grandfather is one of the most altruistic people she’s ever met, and she’d been helping him help others all summer long.

It feels so much more natural for Talia to go from how can I kick you out to how can I help you out. And a good feeling settles over her soul as she continues her interview, this time with the intent of figuring out how she can help.

“So did you jump off a navy ship? Is that how you ended up here? Are you AWOL?”

“I’d really rather not talk about my life beyond this castle. After all, I came here to get away from it.” He smiles again, his beard giving a little rise at the corners, but his eyes remain sad. A darkness has settled over him. Whatever’s happened, Talia thinks to herself, this man is still suffering from it.

Talia has learned from Gaétan, her papy, how to quickly recognize when someone is in pain, even if they try to hide it. That’s why people trust him so much on Terre d’Or. Since she and Papy finished packing away Mamy’s life, Talia’s been shadowing her grandfather. He’s not only helping his neighbors, but protecting the island from a royally backed construction plan that would pave over fertile farmland to make room for luxury resorts and golf courses. The island certainly needs a lot of help, including better infrastructure and reliable electricity, but that’s no reason to raze all the lovely houses and displace generations of farmers.

But even with such a huge threat looming over the island, Papy still makes time to connect with people on a one-on-one level and find out what they need. And that’s what she’s going to do now, she decides, in the case of the Sad Veteran Squatter Living in Mamy’s Castle.

“Alright Al, here’s what we’re going to do,” she tells him. “I’m going to let you stay here for a little while. Until you get your head straight.”

Her offer pulls Al’s eyes from the sea. “That is…” he seems to have a hard time finding the words, “…incredibly generous.”

“But you see, I’m being paid to keep this place clean.”

“D’accord,” he says slowly. “And I appreciate it.”

Wow… Trying though she is to help, Talia feels compelled to point out, “I take care of this place because it’s my job. But you’re not the royal whoever, and I’m not your servant girl. Got it?”

He nods. “Oui, Talia, I got it. I am now unconfused. Merci.”

His tone is sincere, but Talia’s still getting the feeling he’s laughing at her. Nonetheless, she presses on. “Anyway, if you’re going to stick around, then you’ll have to pay for your room and board.”

He tilts his lion head, splaying his wide hands on the counter. “And how exactly will I pay for this room in an empty chateau without running water? We will forget the board, as I have already pointed out I am providing for myself.”

Seriously, despite his current situation, this guy could give the entitled rich kids back at Columbia a run for their money. But she reminds herself he’s obviously suffered some kind of trauma and says, “If you want to stay here, you’re at least going to have to help me keep the place clean.”

“Alors, you are saying you will let me stay if I do the job you are being paid to do, is this it?”

She glares at him, not feeling nearly as altruistic as she had a few moments ago. “Look, do you want to stay or not?”

“And if I refuse to pay for my room in the empty chateau with maid service? What then?”

“I’ll call the authorities,” she bluffs, wondering if there are even authorities to call on Terre d’Or. She’s never seen so much as a police officer on Papy’s island.

But he considers her threat for a moment, before asking, “Is this a job I must do myself, or will you help me?”

“Yes, of course I’ll help you! That’s why I’m here. But it’s a big job.” She straightens up, and reaches out a hand. “Do we have a deal?”

Another moment of consideration, then he shakes her hand. “Okay, yes.”

“Okay,” she agrees.

Their eyes meet. And for some reason, her chest goes all fluttery again.

“Well, I’m glad we figured that out,” she says, quickly extracting her hand.

She tries to hide her reaction to his handshake by loudly placing her crystal goblet in the dry slate sink. “That’s enough for today, I think. I’ll leave the supplies here for you to get started. Tomorrow, I’ll bring more.”

He studies her for a moment, his expression unreadable before finally saying, “I shall walk you out, Talia.”

Al leads her down the shadowy hallway, back towards the castle’s huge front door which has been left wide open since her arrival. Beyond the weathered wooden bridge, she can see the broad fields of sheltered vanilla orchids and cinnamon trees that cover much of Terre d’Or.

“Oh, perfect,” she says when she spots all the items she dropped at the front door. “Here you go. Everything you need to get started, along with the mop I left back in the kitchen.” She hands him the bucket of cleaning supplies. “I’ll come around the same time tomorrow, but you can get started before then, alright?”

He nods, taking the items. “Yes. I will start now.”

She begins to walk away, glad she could find a way to help the stranger hiding from life in Mamy’s castle without having to callously kick him out. She can feel the warmth of the front terrace stones seep up through the soles of her flip flops.

“Just, uh…Talia? One thing?”

Talia turns back, pushing the curly hair she never got around to tying up off her face. “Yes?”

“How does one…” he struggles, as if pronouncing the most foreign of words, “…clean?”
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CHAPTER THREE




“Dat take no time. Hows’it over deyah, baby gran? Was nice?”

Papy’s waiting on the front porch for her when she gets home from the Old Vick.

“It was…” Talia starts.

But then, at the last moment, she decides not to mention the stranger.

Her grandfather looks happy to see her, but tired. He’s been so busy organizing protests against the royal development plan, he’s barely had time to properly grieve Mamy’s passing. Or maybe protesting is how he’s dealing with it.

In either case, she knows he went over to the mainland today with a few other Vickees to demonstrate outside the main castle where the royal family resides. And she doesn’t want to make him even more tired than he already is with yet another issue: in this case, the mainlander veteran squatting in Mamy’s castle.

“It was…interesting,” she says. “Smaller than I thought it would be inside. But still beautiful. Mamy did a great job keeping it up.”

“She do better than dey royals merit, I say dat,” Papy says with more than a trace of bitterness in his voice. “She gwan be turnin’ in de tomb, de poor thing, if she know de royals wantin take us land.”

Talia clamps her lips. Yeah, definitely not the time to tell Papy about the Frenchman squatting in the castle.

Instead, she and Papy head down the red dirt road to Suzette’s Cari Shop. They eat spicy fish curry with rice, and wash it down with flavors of Schwepp’s sodas she’d never heard of before coming here. They watch the second half of the Ile Maurice vs Réunion soccer match on the black-and-white TV behind the bar, and make their way home.

Night falls early on Terre d’Or, and there are no streetlights. During the first few days of her stay, she used a flashlight to find her way back to the house. But Papy said she would see better if she turned off her “torch” and let the starlight be her guide. So that’s how they walk home together. Under the stars. The squatter in Mamy’s castle more of a memory than a secret.




*




The next morning, Talia endures a cold shower in the backyard stall even though she’d already taken one the day before. Due to the lack of hot water, she’d taken to spacing her showers out to every other day. But this morning, for reasons she doesn’t want to think too hard about, she feels compelled to take an unscheduled shower before she goes over to Mamy’s castle.

In any case she’s up early and already drinking coffee when Papy returns from his walk.

“You gwan’ agin tidy Ol’ Vick this day, baby gran?” he asks.

“In a little bit,” she says. “Do you need any help from me today?”

“Non, no problem dis day. I waitin’ for de papers. You gwan now, lil’ grangirl, we see each other dis night,” he says and goes into his room.

After a visit to the market for additional cleaning products, she heads to the wooden bridge at the end of the dirt road that runs the length of the island.

The castle looks the same as yesterday. Abandoned and silent. But now she knows otherwise. There is life inside. The question is, what is the life doing?

As it turns out, not much.

“What the…?” Talia says loudly when she enters the kitchen. The dirty dishes from yesterday are piled in the sink. There’s a second stack of new dirty dishes on the counter, littered with small fish bones that have been nibbled clean. There’s also a dusty bottle of wine, half empty and corked.

How very French, she muses. The castaway doesn’t have any shoes or possessions, but he remembered to bring wine to accompany his meals.

A closer inspection of the bottle label reveals it’s a 1982 vintage from the Burgundy region of France. So probably not cheap. Which means it was no doubt pilfered from the castle’s apparently still in-tact wine cellar. She’ll have to talk to him about that, then help him work out how to pay for the bottle. And maybe figure out where the cellar is so she can lock it up more securely to avoid a repeat incident.

She wonders if she should be concerned about the drinking…should the stranger be in a rehab program? Or therapy? He may need the support of a trained professional to help him cope with whatever brought him here in the first place… God, being Papy is way harder than she’d imagined.

“Al?” Talia walks down the hallway calling out the man’s name. No answer. He’s not outside, either.

Maybe the thought of helping “the maid” with her chores scared him off. Which puts her right back where she was when she arrived yesterday. Well, except she’s now a full day behind schedule.

With a sigh, Talia heads into the first sitting room—the one where she’d noticed the open shutters yesterday—and drops her bucket of supplies in the middle of the floor.

There are cobwebs everywhere, and she can immediately see her feather duster isn’t going to cut it. There’s only a small step ladder in the kitchen, and it’s nowhere near high enough to help her reach the castle’s lofty ceilings.

Out on the terrace by the kitchen, she searches the thick vegetation growing up from the ground below for a stick, or a loose palm frond, or anything, really, she can use to extend the length of her duster…when a voice says, “Ah, tiens, there you are! Bonjour, Miss Talia.”

Like a ghost materializing out of thin air, Al arrives carrying two metal buckets filled to the top with water, and suspended from a wide yoke balanced across his shoulders and back of his neck.

Okay, wow. Back in New York, especially in winter, transient men and women were often bundled up under layers of old hoodies and coats, making them frequently resemble walking laundry piles. But this guy…well he’s rocking the homeless look. She can’t help but admire the way his muscles move under his tight, tanned skin as he walks up the hill from the beach. It’s a total ab-and-tendon show, and suddenly Talia feels hot and sweaty for more reasons than the muggy tropical climate.

“Uh, hi,” she says, dragging her eyes from his body and up to his Robinson Crusoe face.p

“You are surprised to see me still here?” he asks, the familiar twinkle in his eye.

“A bit.” Part of her had been glad he’d disappeared. Yeah, it did put her behind schedule, but it also seriously uncomplicated her scullery maid position.

Another part of her, though…Talia exhales slowly and prepares for her day to change.

“I will place these…here.” Al turns, slipping the yoke from his broad shoulders, before unhooking the bucket handles from their ropes. And a few more inappropriate thoughts pop off inside her head, as she finds herself once again “appreciating” how cut he is.

Her eyes travel down the bronzed skin of his nicely contoured back, strong from…well, whatever he was doing in the Royal Navy. And those jean shorts, snug and a little high-waisted with a lot of stitching on the pockets. Wait, seriously?! Talia starts to giggle.

“What is funny?” he asks, turning around.

“I’m sorry, it’s just…those jean shorts. Are they Jordache?”

Al twists his head, trying to get a clear view of the pocket on his butt. “Perhaps. But they are all I could find to fit me. No one has lived here for years,” he waggles his eyebrows, and juts one hip out like a model from a high-end designer jeans ad. “Do you like them?”

And he’s funny, too!

“Um…I haven’t seen Jordache jeans since I helped my mom clean out our attic.” Talia covers her mouth, trying to suppress another giggle. “I guess it’s better than walking around in your swim trunks all the time.”

“My what?”

“Your swim trunks…you said you swam here.”

“Yes. But I didn’t wear swim trunks.”

She tilts her head. “Then…what were…?”

“Euh, a costume.”

He laughs when he sees the very confused look on her face.

“Non, non, costume—it is not the same thing in English. A suit, you know? A business suit,” he says, patting his chest.

Talia steps back and tries to imagine Desert Island Guy in a suit, maybe carrying a briefcase.

“You don’t see it?” he asks. “You cannot imagine me in a suit?”

She narrows her eyes, but…with the shaggy beard and crazy red hair—

“Uh, no. No I don’t. I’m sorry, Al. Anyway, I thought you were military, so why were you wearing a suit?” For a funeral? she wonders. Could someone close to him have died?

Al brushes her questions away like so much cobweb. “Now…you said we are cleaning today. Let us clean.”

Once more, he walks away without waiting for an answer, returning to the sitting room, and leaving her blinking on the terrace.

“Al?”

“Where should we start?” he calls from inside.

“Hey! If you don’t want to talk about something, just say so,” she calls through an open window.

But she understands his abrupt subject change. He’s probably not comfortable talking about whatever brought him here. At least not yet. Heaven knows she still can’t quite explain how she went from a full-time law student to castle scullery maid.

She follows him into the sitting room, the cool air raising the hairs on her arms. He’s inspecting her new cleaning products.

“I’ll tackle the corners,” Talia indicates the cobweb-covered crown molding at the edges of the ceiling. “Why don’t you start on the windows?” She pushes a rag into his hand.

She goes back outside to retrieve the palm frond she’s cut down, but when she returns, he’s still standing there, holding the rag.

“You’ll need to wash the windows,” she stage whispers, like she’s helping him cheat on a test.

He nods, and she sets to work attaching the feather duster to the palm frond. But when she turns back around, Al’s eying her like she asked him to wash the windows in a language only she understands.

“The windows? With soap?” She enunciates the words very carefully, and points to the cleaning products on the table. “And water, which you already thought of.”

Al opens his mouth in what she can only assume to be an aha moment and picks up a bottle of cleaning product from the table. Talia smiles and nods. He nods, too, and brings the cleaning liquid and his rag outside.

Good Lord.

She raises the extended feather duster to the ceiling. It works well. In fact, the palm fronds alone might have done the trick, but either way she’s pleased with her cleaning hack.

In only a few minutes, Talia has whipped away the cobwebs, and dusted all around the ceiling. Feeling very satisfied, she heads outside to knock the duster clean.

And this is when she suddenly realizes Al’s seeming inability to clean up after himself and do something as basic as wash a window is not feigned, but very, very real.

The many small panes of glass that make up the terrace windows, the very windows Al is supposed to be cleaning, are white with foam. The empty bottle of liquid nettoyant is on the ground, capless. She can only presume from the bucket overflowing with suds and foam, that Al has poured the entire bottle of concentrated cleaning solution into the water. He’s covered in soap and water with bubbles going up his arms and dripping down his legs.

“How am I doing?” he asks with an eager smile.

All Talia can do is shake her head, baffled.

It’s official…

“It’s going to be a long day,” she finally answers, wondering how far away the well is. They’ll need a lot of water to clean up this mess.
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After the soap fiasco, Talia realizes she needs to make sure Al fully comprehends all her instructions before starting a new task. No, it’s not okay to sweep dust under the furniture. Yes, concentrated bleach needs to be diluted, and double yes, be sure to wear gloves or you’re going to bleach yourself even whiter than you already are.

Even after several days, Al still needs Talia to hold his hand through the cleaning process. There are so many small windows in this castle, not to mention the skylight over the staircase, and a chapel so full of copper, silver, marble, and stained glass that it takes hours just to polish a square yard of it.

But the poor guy really tries. He watches eagerly over Talia’s shoulder, his beard tickling her skin, as she lectures him on which cleaning product to use for which task, or on the ratios of detergent to water. And agrees, frowning thoughtfully, when Talia laments that they could be so much more efficient if they only had easy access to hot water (and YouTube).

But just when she thinks he’s figured it out, she turns around to find him cursing in French and making another mess. Sometimes she wonders if he grew up in a normal home. He’s able to cook for himself in an albeit remedial outdoorsy way, but as for the rest…well, most people learn how to clean by watching others do it at home. But it’s like this guy has never actually seen anyone mop a floor, or dust until now.

Still, he’s enthusiastic in his role of willing apprentice. Today he holds a step ladder as Talia mounts it to dust behind a painting.

As she works the feather duster above her head, she can feel his body heat near her thigh. A quick glance down reveals he’s not watching her dust at all…but is instead looking up at the unobstructed view of her rear end.

“Enjoying yourself?” she asks, lips pursed in disapproval.

“Oui, it is hard not to,” he answers with a wry smile, his hand touching her lower leg. “The view is so very nice.”

“Knock it off, Al,” Talia says, wiggling her leg free from his grasp.

She shakes her head ruefully. He’s incorrigibly French, but he also makes her smile. Laugh, even. A lot…at his downright idiocy when it comes to something as simple as cleaning, or his near genius level ability to spout off random bits of trivia, like the tidbits of castle history he shares with her, or the detailed descriptions of the various flora and fauna she asks him about on the castle grounds.

After she’s finished with the painting, Talia decides to dedicate the rest of the day to washing the china she found in the kitchen and dining area. And she sends Al outside to weed the herb garden right off the kitchen.

Al goes right to work on one of the few jobs even he can’t mess up. And though Talia should do the same with her china job, she finds herself staring through the open window, mesmerized by the interplay of muscles over his arms and shoulder, as he pulls up the unwanted weeds.

Maybe I should have gone to school to become a doctor, she thinks, when she finally manages to rip her eyes from the sight. Because apparently, she’s way more impressed with anatomy than she previously thought.

Studiously ignoring the sight outside the window, Talia lays tea towels out all over the kitchen. She then throws the doors open, letting in a warm breeze to help with the drying process.

She’s working out of two metal buckets, occasionally clanging them together as she washes and rinses, when Al suddenly appears in the open window directly in front of the sink.

“Chut!” he says, raising his eyebrows and motioning for her to come quickly.

What now? Talia wipes her hands on a damp dishrag and follows him outside. But the moment she gets to the terrace, Al’s large hand stops her and pushes her behind him, groping for her wrist.

“What is it Al?” she asks, wondering if it might be a real threat. But then why tell her to come outside in the first place?

“Regards,” he says, pointing to a branch.

At first she sees nothing, just twigs and leaves. But then something moves, and she realizes the entire branch is covered in chameleons. It’s a strange sight to see so many of the unique lizards grasping bits and pieces of the branch with their mitten-like feet, long curly tails drooping beneath them.

“What are they doing?” Talia asks, realizing with a shiver that there are a lot of them. Maybe fifteen or twenty.

“I think it’s a union meeting,” Al whispers with a straight face. “They’re organizing a strike. Something about there not being enough insects for them to eat since we weeded the gardens.”

Repressing a giggle, Talia decides to play along. “Oh right, so that’s why they’re rolling their eyes like that.” She watches, fascinated, as a handful rotate their eyes in completely different directions.

“Exactly. They feel they are being under-compensated for their work.”

“And what is their work, exactly?”

“Why, to help create the tropical island ambiance, of course...”

She can’t hold it in any longer. Talia’s giggle comes out as an unladylike snort followed by a guffaw, and she slaps Al on the arm.

“Stop,” she says when she can finally breathe again. “Leave those poor things alone.”

But he doesn’t move. “We have not made our lunch plans, have we?”

The way he’s rubbing his hands together, Talia’s worried he’s got chameleon fricassee on the brain.

“Sorry, but I’m not psychologically prepared to debone and barbecue a lizard—unionized or otherwise,” she responds.
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But a few days later, Talia’s sensibilities are challenged even more when Al strolls up to her with what appears to be a large rodent slung over one shoulder.

“What. The. Eff. Is. That?” she asks, her mind filling with visions of New York City sewer rats.

“Lunch!” Al smiles, holding up the carcass which dangles from a long, hairless tail. His beard looks particularly Paul Bunyan-like. “I can’t remember the name of it in French, or English, but don’t worry, it tastes just like rabbit.”

“Normally we say it tastes just like chicken,” she says.

“No, this definitely tastes like rabbit. Promise.” He heads into the kitchen and thwacks the dead thing on the slate countertop beside the sink. “We just have to skin it and then you can begin cooking.”

“Uh, how about you cook today?” Talia suggests, looking at the creature’s small paws clenched beneath a pointy face. “I’d rather not think about how much that thing looks like a giant rat.”

“As you like,” he says, and sets to work on the animal. She tries to keep herself occupied out on the terrace, but the feeling that she’s missing an important life lesson overwhelms her. Talia creeps back inside, approaching Al softly, as if startling him could somehow make the whole butchering of the large rodent scenario even more horrifying than it already is. But that would be impossible. Still, she can’t tear her eyes away.

By the time she’s right behind him, lightly gripping his hard oblique muscles and peering from around his elbow, the creature is skinned, and the tail removed. In fact, now it kind of resembles something she might find in any grocery store. It just needs a little Styrofoam tray to sit on with some plastic wrap over the top, and she wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between it and, say, a small chicken.

“Are you sure you trust me to cook this?” Al asks, deftly cutting into the carcass and removing a hunk of meat and bone that closely resembles a chicken thigh.

“Hmm,” Talia thinks a moment, then pushes away from him to lean on the counter, no longer afraid. “Do we still have butter?” she asks.

“I believe so…should be some in the cellar.”

The kitchen is surprisingly well stocked for an abandoned castle, with pots and pans and an eclectic mixture of solid looking wooden spoons. She’s even found some salt and pepper that must be at least fifty years old. But ancient salt and pepper does not a meal make. So Talia now brings a regular ration of butter, oil, and certain aromatics like onions, garlic, and curry with her in order to make them decent meals with enough leftovers for Al’s supper.

She leaves Al’s side and makes her way down the dark hallway toward a heavy, wooden door with an iron latch. She uses her whole body to tug the door open and is rewarded for her effort by a gust of cold, stale air. Beyond the door, Talia can just make out the first three or four steps of a stone staircase that spirals down into the cool, damp darkness of the castle’s subterranean floors.

It’s enough to give her a chill, and she longs to be back in the kitchen beside her warm-blooded companion. But, butter. She resolutely walks down a few steps and stoops next to one of the recessed shelves carved into the stone wall. Her hand reaches in and trails along the cool smoothness of the stone until it bumps into a familiar porcelain vessel. Talia wraps her palm around it, smiling in satisfaction when she feels its solid weight.

Butter. And plenty of it, if the heaviness of the butter dish is anything to go on. That, along with the garlic and a little cilantro from the gardens, will make the overgrown rat thing taste delicious. She hopes.

When she ascends the staircase and returns to the hallway, she crashes full on into Al’s bare chest.

“Sorry I took so long,” he says.

“Why? What do you mean?”

“I know you do not like this dark place. I would have fetched this for you but my hands were full.”

“Oh…” She’s surprised he remember the story she told him the day they decided to keep their food stores in the cool, cellar staircase—the one about the basement at her paternal grandparents’ house. She’d been terrified of it because of the strange noises the boiler made. And one time her cousin locked her down there with no access to the light switch. It was one of the worst moments of her childhood.

But the more time she spends with the nearly naked, homeless, possibly mentally ill stranger in this big, foreign castle, the less bothered she is by the things that sometimes used to keep her up at night. Like memories of being trapped in a dark basement. She’d more than hesitated the last time she had to go in the castle storage area, but today, she hardly gave it any thought. Maybe she was too focused on the giant rodent to focus on anything else, or maybe being around Al helps her feel a little less afraid... and a lot more daring.

“You are okay,” he assures her, two hands coming up to rub her arms.

Yeah, I’m okay. Smiling, she nuzzles her face to his chest for a moment—right before her eyes pop open and she freezes.

What am I doing!?

“Sorry,” she says, and quickly backs away.

Al’s eyes darken, and he tilts his head in a way that puts Talia in mind of a beast about to give chase. But in the end, he merely says, “Do not worry about it, Talia. It is like view from the ladder the other day. Very nice.”

Talia’s heart skips a beat. But before she can reset, he chuckles and turns away, heading back into the kitchen, butter in hand.

“Viens, pretty American girl. Let’s go…we’ve got a giant rodent to cook!” he calls over his shoulder.

After the lunch of sautéed rat (Talia has to admit it was pretty tasty, considering), she begins to feel more relaxed around Al. She even starts humming while she works, sometimes gospel, sometimes Mary J. Blige songs Al claims to have never heard, and sometimes older songs, pop music from her youth, or her mom’s favorite songs from the 70s and 80s. One afternoon, while she’s shampooing an expensive but dirty-as-hell looking rug with a soft scrub brush and rags, she just can’t keep Sly and the Family Stone out of her head.

“I wanna take ya hiiigh-er!” she sings, bopping her head from side to side.

After another round of the chorus, she feels his eyes on her. She’s about to make a crack about all the American songs Al needs to catch up on…but when she looks up, Al’s dancing in the doorway like the song is playing all around them.

“Boom lacka lacka lacka, boom lacka lacka lacka,” he says, rolling his fists in a disco move. Talia laughs in surprise and jumps up from the damp rug to step into the dance. Together they sing out the rest of the song, matching each other’s moves, the horns and baseline of the song resounding strong in their heads. By the end, they’re dancing—arm in arm—one hand wrapped around the other’s back, the other stretched out and clasped together. And Talia’s laughing and laughing.

“How do you even know that song?” she asks, panting a little after they’ve stopped.

“I wasn’t raised in a cave!” Al insists, and when she gives his bushy beard and topless torso a skeptical frown, he nods and says, “But I can see why you might think I was.”

“Can you?” Talia asks, her lips pressed together.

Al dips his head away. “Anyway, it is one of my mother’s favorite songs.”

“Mine, too! What other disco songs did your mom like?” she asks, hope flaring up due to his use of the word “is” and the fact that he told her even that much about his mother. Maybe she’s still alive and can be called upon to help Al in some way.

But Al once again deflects her question, this time by picking up the damp rug. “I will hang this on the terrace to dry, oui?”

She doesn’t answer. Just watches him escape to the terrace as she wonders if he’ll ever be willing to tell her anything about his life before he decided to squat here.
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One day when the sun and breeze are so perfect, they decide they don’t want to be stuck inside. So Al teaches her to shoot an arrow. She can barely pull the bow back at first, but she persists. Even when he offers to make her a smaller bow, she keeps at it with his bow until she figures it out.

“C’est très bien,” he says, his eyebrows high with approval.

“Just had to find the right movement,” Talia answers casually, while trying to act like it’s not taking all of her strength to keep the bow string pulled back. “Okay, now what?”

He shows her how to cock the bow, and aim past the tip of her arrow. “Now slowly draw the arrow back, plant your feet, and when you’re ready…”

He has her aiming at the tree, but when she lets loose the arrow, it goes flying several meters to the right, over the edge of the terrace.

“Whoa!” Talia cries, running to peer into the foliage where her arrow might have landed. It’s not there. “Where’d it go?”

Al points past the trees, into the sparkling ocean water beyond. A thin strip of wood can be seen bobbing near the shore.

“No more archery for you, ma petite,” he says. “You’ve got a good arm, but terrible aim!”

Talia insists on shooting one more arrow. This time it drives straight into the foliage, and they hear a thud in the trees.

“Oh no!” Talia cries, her stomach dropping.

“Super!” Al runs to the edge of the terrace and bounds over the wall. “Oh, oh Talia. This is bad,” he calls out from the bushes.

“Oh God, what did I hit?” She’s okay with Al doing the hunting, and helping him prepare the meals, but the thought of taking an animal’s life, well, it fills her belly with acid.

“It is really bad,” he says again.

“Oh no…oh no!” Talia drops the bow and starts wringing her hands. She can hear Al returning from the bushes, then his head appears amongst the leaves, then the feathers of the arrow. Whatever she’s just struck and injured or killed, he’s carrying it in his arms. She can’t bear to face it…she covers her eyes.

“No, I can’t,” she says.

“You must. It’s your first kill, you have to face it and see what you’ve done. This is a big moment, an important moment.”

She looks at him between two fingers, and his face is so serious, so grave, she knows there’s no way out. Talia drops her hands, and swallows back her fear.

“Alright, show me,” she says, wondering if she’ll ever be the same again.

He comes close so she can see the poor creature he’s cradling in his arms, but when she finally allows herself to look at the round, brown mass, she screams.

“Al! Why’d you make me think I killed something!?” she yells, and he steps back, laughing.

“I never said you killed anything,” he says, laughing some more. “I said you hit something, and it is bad. I don’t think this coconut will ever recover!”

Thanks to Talia’s impeccable archery skills, they enjoy an afternoon snack of fresh coconut water, and white coconut flesh.

“We should probably get back to work,” Talia says, realizing this is something she finds herself saying at least ten times a day. But really, she doesn’t care. She’s in no rush, and she’s learning so much from the time they spend not working…about him, and even about herself. It feels like a win-win, even if she still has no idea how to help him.
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CHAPTER FOUR




One day, while washing their cleaning rags and laying them out to dry, Talia says, “You should come back to Terre d’Or with me this weekend.”

They’ve spent two weeks laughing, talking, and working—two weeks that feel a lot more like two months. And instead of looking forward to her weekends like she used to, she finds herself missing Al already. “My grandfather’s floor is made of dirt, but that won’t stop us from having a good time. You could meet him. We’ll make you some home cooked meals, and we could go to Suzette’s. I mean, you’ve got to be tired of eating nothing but fish and birds most of the time!”

“Fish and birds are healthy,” he answers with a grin.

“Yes, I can see that.” Her eyes betray her by running down his Greek god torso before she can stop them.

Focus, Talia! She forces her eyes back up to his face. “Maybe Papy can help you find…well, whatever it is you’re dealing with. He has a lot of contacts on the mainland, especially since he’s been going over there so much for the demonstrations.”

If anyone can help Al, it’s Papy, and he’d actually be around this weekend. Lucky for them, because he’d spent the last few weekends at the main castle, protesting the royal construction plan.

But once again Al deflects, just as he has every other time she’s suggested he leave the castle and go somewhere—anywhere—with her.

He picks up the bucket and mops they’ve been using. “We should clean the kitchen next.”

“Maybe you have family back in France?” Talia calls after him, too frustrated to let it go. Even after two weeks of working together, he hasn’t revealed any personal information at all.

Al continues walking away, which forces Talia to chase after him. Again.

She catches up with him in the small side yard they’ve been using to dump their dirty water. “You know, Papy has lots of contacts in France, too,” she comments while watching him pour out the mop bucket. “He’s even had me write a few letters on his behalf to that alternative newspaper, Libération this summer. They published one of the letters and invited him to keep writing more about what’s happening here. He loves helping others. I’m sure if you just met with him, told him your story—”

She stops when Al suddenly touches her arm. But not in his usual soft and affectionate way. This time, his fingers curl around her upper arm, gripping the flesh as if to make sure she’s paying close attention when he says, “Talia, you are very…kind. But you must stop. I am happy here. Vieux Victoire is good for me, and I feel safe here.”

“Well of course you do! I mean, it’s a fortress,” she says.

Al laughs, but insists, “Yes, well, it is much more than a fortress to me.” Then he releases her, and leaves the yard, heading down the rocky path that descends to the beach below.

Talia tracks his movements between the trees. He walks a bit, stops to pick a mango, and disappears behind a large boulder.

This is how many of their days end, with Al wandering off, vanishing into the landscape. The first time it happened, Talia waited a good half hour for him to return so she could say goodbye before heading home. But now she knows better.

Truthfully, there is something a bit off about the man. It’s as if living alone here on the island has turned him a bit wild…feral.

What really bothers Talia, though, is his refusal to accept her help. Or share anything about his past, other than the occasional Royal Navy story—all of which are hilarious. So much so, she’s started to wonder if maybe whatever it is that’s bothering him happened elsewhere, perhaps with the family he won’t discuss? That would certainly explain his refusal to let her know if he even has a family.

“No, I cannot go, and you must not tell anyone I am here,” he said the first time she mentioned the possibility of bringing Papy here to talk with him. And since then, he’s responded in almost the exact same way whenever she brings up the subject.

Talia doesn’t know which is crazier: that Al expects her to keep him a secret, or that she hasn’t told anyone, including her grandfather, that there’s a homeless French guy holed up at Mamy’s castle.

God, what’s wrong with him?

What’s wrong with her?
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One morning, Talia can’t find Al anywhere.

After a few minutes of frantic searching, she finally spots him stalking through the palm trees on the other side of the wall, armed with a bow, and a quiver of arrows strapped across his bare back. She watches as he skirts the edge of the property, then slides down one of the tree-covered slopes to the rocky shore below.

Talia drops her mop back in its bucket and runs to the terrace edge. She narrows her eyes, peering hard through the brush. At first he’s hard to locate through the thick foliage. But there, she sees him now. His movements are lithe and panther-like as he silently approaches a tiny inlet surrounded by low scrub. Three black sea ducks are paddling peacefully until one of them senses his presence. With a furious bout of quacking, the birds are suddenly airborne, flapping their plump bodies through the nearby maze of oversized leaves.

Two ducks make it to the sky above the tree line, but the third falls onto the terrace with a soft thud, only a few yards from Talia’s feet. The shaft of an arrow protrudes from its downy, black breast.

“We will have a good lunch today, non?” Al calls out to her. He’s grinning as he lopes back up the hill, his bow slung snugly across his chest.

“You’re quite the hunter,” she says, staring at the felled duck. She can’t even begin to imagine one of the guys in her law school class actually shooting a duck out of the air with a simple bow and arrow.

“Oui, bien sûr. All the men in my family are. Your family doesn’t hunt, I presume?”

Talia tilts her head to the side. “Oh, they hunt real estate sometimes. Depending on the market, it can get pretty cutthroat in Connecticut. But otherwise…”

He responds with a quizzical look. “You are sometimes very strange, American girl.”

“Uh, yeah. I’m the strange one,” she responds. “Because I can’t clean my way out of a paper bag, but I sure can debone the hell out of anything that moves, and I know how to shoot a flying duck right out of the sky with my trusty bow and arrow.” Talia pauses dramatically. “Oh, wait a minute…that’s not me, it’s you!”

“Ok…maybe you have a point?” Al chuckles and pulls a guava off a nearby tree. He bites into it, then holds it with his teeth so he can more easily lift the fallen duck by its webbed feet. After casually wiping his free hand on the side of his shorts, he uses it to remove the fruit from his mouth.

“You know, Talia,” she loves how he says her name: tah-LEE-ah, “it’s strange to think I have never slept with an American girl before. Your countrywomen always seem too loud, too dramatic, and, uh…how do you say it? High-pitched? You know…when a person seems to speak through the nose?”

He looks at her expectantly and, in spite of the surprisingly loud thumping of her heart, Talia quickly finds the word she thinks he’s searching for, “Nasal?”

Al somehow manages to snap the fingers of the hand still clasping the guava, and points at her triumphantly. “Oui! That is the word. Nasal…like,” he glances down to the duck dangling in his other hand, “Well, like a duck. But now…”

Suddenly his voice deepens an octave and his entire demeanor changes. After all these weeks, Talia still can’t quite figure out how he does it…shifting so quickly from laid back island guy to rugged outdoorsy guy to smoldering sexy guy. Regardless, smoldering sexy guy has her stomach doing backflips while her brain wonders, not for the first time, exactly what kind of handsome might be hiding beneath all that beard and wild hair.

“Now…I am rapidly reconsidering my position on this matter.”

And just as things appear to be getting interesting, he’s gone again...vanishing back into the castle with the duck he shot right out of the sky with his bow and arrow. Of course.

Okay…seriously? Who is this guy?

It’s not the first time she’s asked herself this question. And Talia can’t help but wonder when she’ll finally have an answer. Or if she ever will.
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It starts raining soon after Al shoots down the duck, so they decide to gather all the silver in the castle and polish it. Soon the main dining room table is covered from end to end with silver platters, soup tureens, pitchers, goblets, flatware, serving spoons, sugar baskets, gravy boats, vases, trays, bowls, creamers, butter dishes, candle holders, and a variety of other items Talia can’t identify. If they ever get through this pile, they’ll tackle the copper pots next.

They sit together at one end of the long table, catching what they can of the graying light by the window.

“I wonder…why didn’t they bring all this stuff to the castle on the mainland? What’s that place called again?” Talia keeps her voice casual, and continues polishing the small squat container that Al insists is a mustard pot.

“You are referring to le Châteauneuf Victoire. It means, ‘the new castle of Victoire.’” Al gestures toward the huge jumble of silver collected on the table in front of them. “As for all of this…I am certain they have no use for these old things at the new castle.”

Talia laughs, and shifts her eyes towards him in a sideways glance. “And how would you know?”

“Well, the items here were commissioned by a very unpopular family. This family came into power shortly after les Iles de la Victoire were colonized by the French. It was no secret to anyone that the family did not want to be stuck out here in the middle of the ocean, on a remote and savage island, far from their beloved France,” Al answers, in that easy way of his. Like he’d been a history professor as opposed to a Royal Navy guy before deciding to cop a squat in this castle.

“So,” he continues, “This family—the Verdelhans—were from a very ancient aristocratic line. But even so, they were not well regarded in Paris. You see, Lord Verdelhan got himself into some trouble while playing cards. You might say he had a bit of a gambling problem. In fact, he was in so much debt, his creditors and others who he owed money to were demanding he be sent to debtors’ prison. Lord Verdelhan arranged to speak with his government connections. Eventually he gained a brief audience with the king and somehow convinced His Majesty it would be very bad form to allow something to happen to a fellow aristo, especially one whose family had done so much to financially support His Majesty’s massive rebuild of his former hunting lodge at Versailles. Of course, when Lord Verdelhan discovered exactly how the king planned to save him, rumor has it his screams could be heard clear across la Manche—the English Channel.”

Al pauses to chuckle and shake his head. He appears to be savoring the story the way she enjoys hearing a frequently shared bit of quirky family lore from her parents over dinner.

“Wow. But…I still don’t understand…” Talia murmurs.

Al shoots her a sharp look she’s seen several times before, mostly on the faces of former teachers when they ask students to be patient and pay attention. “So…much to his horror, Verdelhan and his immediate family were banished to Victoire. He was given the title of Duke, but it mattered little because he lived here in exile. If you care to pay visit to the library, you will find this entire story, written in his memoirs. He was subsequently crowned as a puppet ruler who acted on the orders of the king. As you can imagine, he was not happy.

To top it off, he and his wife had absolutely no experience running a country. They were horrible rulers, and were largely despised by most of the populace, and even by their household staff. Instead of taking the time to get to know the native population, their only interest was in the islands’ natural resources, and how they could profit from them. They opened quarries and mines, and spent every sous sent from France on fine, beautiful things to fill up the castle.”

“How long were they in power?” Talia asks, now genuinely curious about the Verdelhans.

“About fifteen years, until Duke Geoffroy was assassinated by a member of his own court, and the queen died shortly thereafter of complications related to what was probably malaria. Their children, two adult daughters, quickly fled back to Paris, in fear for their lives. The duke had been so widely disliked that the person who ordered his assassination took over the throne with no objection, and ever since, Victoire has been a peaceful nation. Even when we claimed our independence from France, it was a peaceful transition.”

Talia’s eyes widen as she looks at the silver in a new light. “So what you’re saying is no one wants this silver because it was commissioned by the first ruling family who nobody liked.”

“Correct.”

“But…then why is it here? If nobody wants it, why don’t they sell it and like, I don’t know, build a new school or five? Or melt it down?”

Al’s eyes meet hers. “This is part of our collective history. We can’t just melt down a piece of our past.”

Talia squints. “Ok, there’s this we again. How do you know so much about Victoire? And why do you talk like its history is so important to you.”

His face tightens in a look that has now become very familiar.

Thunder rumbles in the distance, as if to provide a soundtrack for the shadow that falls over Al’s face. “Why is it so important for you to know more about me?” he asks as he reaches for another pitcher to polish.

Talia shrugs, focusing on a spot of tarnish. “I guess because I’m two semesters away from graduating from law school, and grilling people is something I learned to do while I was there. Also, it’s not right to keep yourself holed up like this for so long. Somebody must be worried about you.”

Her eyes raise to meet his. His brow furrows, and he looks away.

“D’accord,” he says with a heavy sigh.

But then after a long, quiet moment of nothing but fierce rubbing he says, “I will tell you this. I do have a family, and maybe they worry about me. But I do not want to go back yet. Things are…difficult…right now. I need to stay away for some time. This castle is the perfect place for me to do that.”

“No kidding,” Talia says, rubbing the last of the spot off her mirror image in the mustard pot. “No TV, no internet, just me and the chickens. And the chickens probably know more about you than I do.”

“Oui. However, the chickens do not make me laugh so much.”

“Really?” Talia says with an incredulous look. “Because have you seen the one-eyed rooster who keeps trying to pick fights with the giant tortoise that hangs out by the pond? It cracks me up every time! Totally posting that to YouTube as soon as I get back to the States.”

He laughs. “Yes, it is true. Even you aren’t as funny as the one-eyed rooster. I am sorry to say it.”

“It’s okay. I know there’s no way I can compete with that.”

They laugh some more, but when their chuckles die down, he gives her a serious look. “But here is the real question. Why is a nice American girl like you living on a small island in the middle of nowhere? You say you have an education to complete…and perhaps a boyfriend to get back to?”

“Uh, well…yes, I’m technically in the law program at Columbia University— “

“This is impressive— “

“Thanks,” she tries to smile. “But to be honest, I was pretty miserable there. And I’m not miserable here. I’m happier now than I’ve ever been, despite coming here for a sad reason. So…I decided to take academic leave for a semester…to get my head on straight.”

“Hmmm…if you are miserable in school, why don’t you make a change?”

“You mean, like quit?” she asks. The thought of her mom’s face if she ever told her she was dropping out of law school makes Talia laugh out loud. At Al’s look of confusion, she shakes her head and explains, “Law is everything to my parents. And it’s what they’ve always wanted for me. My mom’s been grooming me for Columbia since I learned to read. All my extracurricular activities were carefully selected by my parents to get me noticed by top colleges. I was captain of the debate team. I volunteered for campus political campaigns. I did everything my mom and dad wanted. But now that I’ve had some time to myself, away from school, I’ve been wondering if lawyering is really my jam.” Talia is surprised at how easily her feelings flow out of her mouth and onto the table when she’s with Al.

“You don’t want to be a lawyer?”

“I thought I did. I mean, I always thought it was about rules, and making sure people follow them. But honestly, it’s more about deconstructing and twisting the rules until they don’t mean anything anymore. I don’t want to help people get away with bad things. I want to help people. Like Papy does.”

“Help people as you’ve helped me,” Al says, his beard widening with something like a smile. “But you say your parents would not understand this?”

Talia gives him a grim smile. “Let me put it to you this way: my parents don’t even know I took the fall semester off. When they find out…” Her stomach turns to lead at the thought of it. “Well, my mom will eviscerate me. I mean, you should hear her in a court room. Back home, they call her the Shark of Wall Street. But she’ll be way harder on me, because she and Dad will most definitely consider me a huge disappointment…” Her wrists go limp and she stares at the mustard pot with sad eyes, thinking about what would happen if she decided to do what she wants as opposed to what her parents want for her.

“Mais non,” Al says. He shifts to touch her cheek, his eyes locking with hers. “If anyone’s family is disappointed, it is mine. Look at me,” he glances down at his beard, and lack of a t-shirt. “Like you say, I have become a caveman.”

Talia laughs, and his finger curls across her cheek, drawing her close.

“But you…you do everything right. Your parents…they should be proud of you, not disappointed. I think that’s so…”

Al doesn’t finish. His face comes closer. His breath is on her lips. Talia leans in, sliding her elbows across the table…

But then thunder crackles, and the windows flash white. As if in warning.

Al stops, dropping his chin. The air cools around them, and to her surprise, the flirtatious caveman pulls away first.

“I figured the rain would have let up by now,” Talia breathes out, not knowing what else to say in the awkward moment. “Most afternoons it doesn’t even last half an hour.”

“There’s too much wind.” He abruptly stands and goes to the window. Then frowns at the ocean where the whitecaps have given way to a rough chop, and heavy dark clouds glide low across the sky. “This is not a normal rain. If the wind becomes stronger, it will turn into a cyclone,” he says.

“Wait, you mean like a hurricane?” she asks, eyeing the dark sky warily.

He nods, and another roll of thunder booms again. Fat raindrops splatter across the windows, loud as dropped marbles.

“Talia, you must return to Terre d’Or,” he says, standing up. “Right away.”

She shivers. The wooden shutters on the terrace blow free in a gust. They bang open and closed, open and closed, threatening to shatter the glass panes they are meant to protect.

Al squeezes her shoulder. “I’ll lock down the shutters before they damage the windows. Please go back to your grand-père before you are trapped here.”

Talia doesn’t want to go out into the storm, but Al’s right. She needs to get home before things gets worse. Papy will be worried and might even need her help. He’d explained the island’s word-of-mouth alert system to her when she first arrived. The islanders use it primarily to ensure everyone finds shelter during big storms. Meaning there could very well be a lot of farm laborers harbored in Papy’s small cellar.

In any case, Al is practically shoving her towards the door, like he can’t wait to get her out of there. “Allez!”

But despite his insistence, Talia quickly turns back to say, “Be safe, Al.”

His face softens. “Thank you for befriending me, Talia. For trying your best to help me with my…problems. Now go! Au revoir.”

Their eyes meet. And she has the distinct feeling this is a real goodbye.

But that’s silly. Because she knows Al will be okay in his fortified castle. And she’ll be more than okay in Papy’s cyclone-proof cellar. They’ll both be fine. And she’ll see him again, maybe even tomorrow, after the storm clears.

Talia lets out a shuddering breath.

“Au revoir,” she calls out, before turning and sprinting through the rain toward the bridge.







***











CHAPTER FIVE




As Talia hurries away, Al steps onto the terrace to catch the wildly banging shutters and pull them closed. After securely latching them, he moves to the next window, and the next.

He can see Talia running down the front steps, her dark, curly hair whipping around her head as she makes her way toward the stone walls that have harbored him for so many weeks. How is it that such a bright spark could arrive so suddenly in his dark life?

She’d been raised to care about one thing: the law. But there isn’t enough goodness in it for her. And Terre d’Or, of all places, brings that goodness out in her.

Talia disappears behind the wall, running toward the bridge, and he immediately makes for the stairs as soon as she’s no longer in sight.

Taking the steps two by two, he alights on the second floor and strides down a hallway. The howl of the wind rushes through the corridors of the old building, and he can feel a pull under the door to his bedroom.

But he can also hear the unnatural melody of digital bells.

He crosses the room to a small balcony, and digs into the customized Patagonia Stormfront pack he’d hidden the offending device in.

“What are you doing here?” he demands, speaking a full sentence in his native French for the first time in weeks.

“Your Highness! You’re okay. It’s so good to hear—” a familiar voice says in French before Al interrupts.

“Bernard, I told you not to come here unless it’s an emergency. Is it an emergency?”

“Euh, non,” the voice stammers. “No emergency, but with the storm we wanted to be sure you were safe. To put everyone’s minds at ease.”

“Get away from the storm, go back to the mainland immediately, and do not call this phone again.”

“But your Highness—” the voice says, before Al ends the call.

Putain… He’d nearly had a heart attack when he glanced out the kitchen window and saw the official naval yacht floating in the distance. If Talia had seen it, too. If she’d heard the ring of his satellite phone…it would have been a disaster. She’d have found out. And if that happened—

“Al?”

He freezes. Recognizes the voice immediately. It’s Talia.

Talia, here in his temporary bedroom.

How much had she heard?

Carefully dropping the satellite phone over the balcony, he turns to face her.

A flash of lightning illuminates her in his dark room. Wet clothes are plastered to her body, and her curly hair is dripping water.

She is a vision, and his breath catches for reasons that go way past having been caught in his carefully crafted web of omission.

But then Talia winces apologetically, jerking a thumb over her shoulder. “The bridge is washed out, so I had to come back.”

Relief washes over him. She didn’t hear. Didn’t see…

“Papy will come get me in his rowboat for sure,” she’s saying. “But I’ll have to wait out the storm, and then wait for him to get word about the bridge…”

Her voice trails off as she finally takes in her surroundings. Unlike the kitchen, the bedrooms have more or less been gutted by various Victoire historical museums. So there’s little more than a pile of old blankets spread out across the stone floor.

“This is where you’ve been sleeping?” she asks, the familiar tone of concern back in her voice.

Al nods.

She shakes her head. “Well, I guess I’m here for the night. Maybe there’s another room I can use? And more blankets…?”

The wind changes direction and blasts the balcony. Talia’s teeth start to chatter. She’s soaking wet and likely cold to the bone. A wave of sympathy travels through Al. She’s not exactly dressed for a surprise storm, and like most stone castles located on tropical islands, this one has been designed for warm weather without any thought to insulation from the cold.

“Do you have, like, a t-shirt or something?” she asks, folding her arms across her chest. “I mean, do you even own a t-shirt? I’ve only ever seen you in those disco cutoffs.”

Al reaches down to his makeshift bed and grabs a blanket.

“I’m sure we can find something,” he says, thinking of the day he arrived, tired and soaked after a two-hour swim from La Reine des Mers, the royal yacht.

He had been with his guards, headed for the nightclubs on Mahé Island in the Seychelles, looking for a way to ride out the customary two-month grieving period after his father’s death. But the A-lister level debauchery he usually buried himself in didn’t feel right. And it also, he knew, wouldn’t help him feel any closer to his father. Quite the opposite, in fact.

Truth is, he’d been avoiding the old man long before he fell ill, and even when his father’s illness became terminal, Al never found the courage to face him. To sit at his bedside and talk. Just talk with the man who had become so old, so fast. To tell him who he really was, why he acted like such a fool. Or to apologize for disappointing him.

There were so many things Al could have said. Instead, he stayed silent. Let his father pass with words unsaid.

That’s why he’d come to Vieux Victoire. To be alone.

If he couldn’t correct their broken relationship, perhaps he could at least make peace with it here, in this fortress of a castle. Maybe the solution to all his pain would be found lurking down a long hallway, or tucked away in a drawer full of tarnished silver.

But despite Al’s notorious past, he knew he wouldn’t find it between the legs of some done-up Euro-girl at a VIP table, or at the bottom of a magnum of Ruinart.

The weight in his chest increases as he thinks of his father’s death. With the weight of his loss. And with the weight of what is now expected of him….

“Hey, Al.” Talia’s hand cups his shoulder, warm against his bare skin. “Are you okay?”

His eyes lift from the floor to find her brown eyes. So soft and worried, he can barely stand to meet them. He squeezes her delicate fingers, and his chest loosens. Suddenly he can breathe again.

This feels good. As always, being with Talia makes him forget his real life, or what will be expected of him once he returns to it. Do not forget, a censorious voice that sounds a lot like his father’s reminds him, Never forget your duty or who you were born to become…

“Al,” Talia says again.

Once again her soft voice keeps him from spiraling. “Want to tell me where you keep disappearing to?” she asks with a gentle smile.

Yes. Yes, he does.

But obviously, he can’t.

During the weeks they’ve spent cleaning the old château together, it’s been a constant struggle not to give in to her questions and lay his troubles at her feet. Only the knowledge that it would ruin their friendship has kept him from telling her everything.

But she’s looking at him again. So adorable, wrapped in the blanket he’d draped around her shoulders. So much more tempting than a bottle of champagne or some Euro girl…

The storm rages outside. But in this room, there is a stillness that belies the wind and rain on the other side of the wall. They are alone.

He shouldn’t.

He knows who he is.

He knows what he came here to avoid—at least for a little while.

And he knows he really, really shouldn’t sleep with this sweet young woman. Eh, merde…allez, he thinks at her. Silently warning her about cads like him. Asking her to go before it’s too late.

But…

The storm is raging outside.

One kiss, he tells himself, reaching out for her. A tout petit taste—

But then…merde…

Al realizes his mistake as soon as their lips touch. Because one taste is all it takes. The storm raging outside is now indoors, exploding his chest with a passion like none he’s ever known.







***








CHAPTER SIX




This is unexpected. Okay, strike that. It should be unexpected.

But somehow when the kiss comes, it feels like something Talia’s been waiting for her entire life. His mouth is hot and shockingly masterful. With deft strokes his tongue draws her closer, inviting her to give him not just her mouth, but her soul. At least that’s what it feels like. An invitation for her, Talia Jeffries, to give him, Al the Homeless Vet, everything she has. An invitation she can’t stop herself from taking.

Letting the blanket fall away, she leans in on her toes, and wraps her arms around his neck. She’s still shivering as the wind caresses their skin, spattering them both with rain from the open balcony doors. But suddenly, she’s not cold anymore. Not even a little bit.

Al scoops her legs around his waist and carries her over to his pile of blankets.

“I tried. Mais, c’est pas possible…I cannot resist you,” he says as he lays her down.

Talia could say the same, though she hadn’t realized just how much she’d been resisting him until the moment she gave in.

His eyes travel down her body, where her warm weather clothes are plastered to her skin with rain water. She wonders if anything’s become transparent, and then realizes she doesn’t really care.

He picks up her foot, then cradles it to his chest, removing her flip-flop and kissing her ankle up to her knee. It’s so relaxed, so…natural, she almost wants to laugh. That is until his free hand rests on her thigh, splaying his fingers wide so they border on delicate territory.

His eyes are hooded with desire, and he whispers: “Magnifique.”

Talia raises up on her elbows and their eyes lock. Without breaking her gaze, Al’s hand continues to move over her wet shorts, up towards her waist. His fingertips explore the damp fabric around her hips, eventually finding a path between the wet drape of her tank top, and her waistband. Next come his fingers, dragging across the sensitive skin of her belly, right before he tugs her shorts up by the belt loops, putting pressure on her already aching pussy.

Her breath catches, and then he’s on the blankets, knocking her knees wide with his own, pushing her back into the soft bedding that smells of must and some ancient perfumed detergent. Their lips touch again, harder this time, desperate to taste each other. Her hands trace the muscles of his back. He’s at her jaw, down her neck, kissing and biting, biting and kissing.

He’s so hard against her, but they are separated by layers of wet clothing. Mind meld, she guesses, because suddenly he’s lifting her tank top over her head, tangling her arms with her wet curls. He has to rise up to peel off her shorts, but when she’s lying there in only her white cotton panties, he dips over her again. He pauses a moment to kiss her, just there, just at the edge of her sex. A promise—or a threat—of things to come, and a shiver rushes through her as he pulls her panties off, too.

Talia doesn’t watch as he removes his shorts. It’s crazy enough that this is happening and seeing him without his daily uniform of outdated cutoffs will make things too unreal, or maybe too real, for her to deal with. Instead, her eyes drift to the room’s high ceiling, lined with gold paint from another century.

Thunder crashes again, and she can feel the electricity crackle through the air. An army of goosebumps stand at attention all over her. And Al’s there again, his solid chest warming hers, one hand on her breast, the other clutching her ass. Her legs wrap around him, and as they open, the wind kisses the heat and wetness she’s been holding inside.

Al aligns himself, hard and wide, at her core. The storm calms, pulling the wind from the room and leaving them in a void. Talia looks into his eyes, wonders once again at the mystery she senses behind them.

But then he cups her neck and enters her slowly, going deep. She whimpers as he fills her, and then he bows his back to reach the hilt…

She gasps out. It’s a perfect fit. They’re a perfect fit.

“Mon dieu,” he says with a shudder.

Any misgivings Talia might have had about doing this with the mysterious squatter living in Mamy’s castle have completely disappeared. Like poof! In a blast of I want this, I need this, Oh God, yes, please…make me feel good.

Seeming to hear her unspoken pleas, he begins a rhythmic pumping. The wind and rain pick up again, as if they hadn’t wanted to intrude but now feel comfortable rejoining the party. Droplets hit her legs and his back, cooling the sweaty heat between them. The thunder knocks. It rumbles through them, then bangs. A rattling sheet of tin, pounding out wild rhythms in concert with the noises they make as they start to lose their minds.

“Al,” she says, wanting to tell him, wanting him to know how close she is. Wanting him to know so many things.

“Shh, shh, I know.” He stops her lips with his own, his tongue pressing her words into moans.

Talia’s eyes flutter as lightning flashes. His mouth moves to her nipple, fingers pinch the other, and his long thrusts become shorter, faster and faster, adding a new chorus to the raging joy inside her. Talia thrashes on the pile of blankets until the wave of electricity crests and she freezes. She cries out as it crackles, conducting tiny explosions inside every cell in her body.

With a final thrust, he groans and stiffens. Then he floods her.

It takes Talia a while to come back to herself afterwards. To realize what they’ve done.

And what they’ve done it without.

She should be cursing. Unprotected sex with a squatter isn’t exactly what she’d been thinking of when she decided to stay on in the islands.

But as she floats down from Cloud Nine, Talia finds it hard to care.

Like washing the dishes after the most fantastic party. She’ll put it off until morning. No point worrying right now, she decides with a dreamy smile.

“Attends,” Al says, shifting away from her.

She watches him get out of bed. To clean up? No, because…no running water. Duh.

She catches a glimpse of the storm, tearing up the blackened sea beyond the windows as he shuts the balcony doors. After that, he disappears again into the hallway, but he’s back soon after with a pack strung over one arm.

“You are cold,” he says. Kneeling before the fireplace, he builds a small pyramid of kindling with deft fingers. He strikes one of the storm matches from his pack. And as the small flame crackles to life, Talia shifts on the bed covers, thinking...

He knows his way around a fireplace, too…

Once more, she’s struck by how little she knows about the guy she just slept with. But at the same time, she feels completely cared for.














CHAPTER SEVEN




“Where’d you learn how to do that, Al? In the navy?” his half-American, half-Vickee girl asks when he returns to the blanket pile.

God, he loves the sound of his nickname in her husky voice. Even if she pronounces it with a short “a” rather than the long one as intended. He couldn’t bring himself to correct her when she’d mispronounced it at their first meeting, and he doubts he’ll ever try after what they just shared. Even if she has started asking uncomfortable questions again.

“No, not in the navy” he answers carefully, slipping beneath the one blanket she’s designated as the pile’s main cover. “My father and I learned these skills together when I was a boy. At a sort of…training.”

“Like Outward Bound? Some kids at my high school did that,” Talia says. “It’s kind of like summer camp, but for real and in the wild, right?”

No, nothing like that. But he nods anyway and says, “Yes, something like that.”

“So your dad was looking for ways to bond with you, is that it?”

“Oui,” he answers, face set hard at the mention of his father. “It did not work. If we’d fought a lion together, it still would not have made us any closer. It was never enough. I was never enough.”

“Hey…” She traces the edge of his jaw with her finger and turns his stony face towards her sympathetic one. “Just so you know, I think you’re amazing. You’re kind and strong and brave. And you’ve been through so much.”

She’s so beautiful with the flickering firelight dancing across her dark eyes. He takes her hand.

“How can you think that? You cannot know these things about me,” he says.

“No, I guess you’re right about that. It’s just…well, I feel it in my gut, I guess.” She gives him a sheepish smile that makes his stomach drop.

Should he tell her? It’s wrong to lead her on…but he finds he can’t. Not yet. He doesn’t want to sour this moment. Doesn’t want to ruin this amazing night with something as ugly as the truth.

“But seriously, maybe it’s not too late with your father,” she says. Ever the optimist, his half-American girl.

“Unfortunately it is,” he tells her, squeezing her hand. “He has passed. A couple of months ago actually.”

“Oh! I’m so sorry,” she responds, squeezing back. “Is that why you came here? To grieve?”

“Yes and no,” he answers, as close to the truth as he’s gotten with her. Al turns to the fire, letting his eyes get lost in the amber flames, before confessing, “The more I think about the things I didn’t say, the more I wonder if it really would have made a difference in our relationship.”

“I understand. Some parents just can’t accept who you really are,” she says after a quiet moment. “If I don’t go back to law school and become a clone of my mom, I’m pretty sure my parents will disown me.”

“You’re an adult,” he says with a chuckle. “They cannot disown you.”

“Stop loving me then, I guess,” she says. “Though maybe they already have. I’ve tried to be what they want, but it seems like they’re never happy. The only parts of me they paid attention to were the parts they wanted to see. It’s like the rest of me, the me who’s happier here than in law school, doesn’t even exist in their eyes.”

“Maybe your parents are not happy people,” he says, thinking of his own parents. Dinners with them were always cold, silent affairs, like they could not stand to be in one another’s presence. Yet this was the life, the kind of marriage, everyone on Victoire expected him to have.

At the thought of what awaits him when he returns to the mainland, he says, “Enough of this.” Cupping her chin, he tells her. “Your parents are fools to ignore even a piece of you. I see it all, and I know you are special.”

She surprises him with a rather unladylike snort of laughter. “You think I’m special, huh?”

With lazy cruelness, her hand drifts down between his legs. She begins to stroke, making him suck in a breath. To which she responds, “How special?”

“Very special,” he assures her.

Talia rewards him with a dip of her head. “Good answer…”

Obviously, this isn’t his first pipe. What do the Americans call it? Blow job. Usually he lets his head fall back, enjoying the sensation of whatever glossy thing has decided to wet his knob. But tonight, he realizes he wants to watch Talia with his half-hooded eyes. He reaches his hand out not so much to guide her, but to feel the bobbing of her head as her still smiling lips travel up and down his length.

Nom de Dieu, she’s lovely. Beautiful in a way he can barely describe, even to himself. In those moments of watching, he wishes they could go on like this forever. That he could keep her, even though he knows better.

The thought of what will happen after the storm passes makes him less interested in her ministrations.

“Come, ma belle…”

He pulls her up, adjusting her position so her legs are straddling his, then lowers her onto his lap.

When she feels how hard he is now against her mons, she smiles, lifting up on her knees. “That special, huh?”

“Very, very special.” Al cups his hands between her legs, two sets of fingers reaching out. The top hand works at the front of her, massaging her clit in tender circles, while the other hand explores her opening. His long middle and ring fingers slip inside.

“Oh my god, Al, you’re driving me crazy,” she says, bending her neck to kiss him. As their tongues meet, she lowers, groaning as he fills her. He latches onto one nipple while she starts a slow movement, like a piston, up and down, up and down. Talia moans, and grabs his head. He sucks harder and she cries out, but doesn’t tell him to stop. “Al…” she moans.

Her moan is his undoing. Letting go of her breast, he supports himself with one hand behind him to grind deeper into her, while stroking her sweet spot with the other. Her eyes are closed, her breathing thin. She’s so close. He can’t believe how lucky he is that this amazing woman would give herself to him. So generous, so free and honest and kind. He already knows he’ll never experience anything like this again for the rest of his life.

Something bittersweet cracks inside his chest at the thought.

Talia opens her eyes and pulls him upright.

“Al, I’m—” she says, through gasping breaths.

“Wait for me,” he says, but doesn’t relent. He grabs her hips and takes over. She wraps her legs behind him, putting him in full control. So sweet…so hot…

French floods out of him as he pulls her down again and again. Hands working her hips up and down on his manhood until her breaths are reduced to high pitched rasps. Until they both cry out, unable to resist any longer.

She shudders, forehead collapsing into the side of his neck. She’s his undoing. Without thought to consequences, Al bites her shoulder, jetting his royal seed into her in unbearable spasm after spasm.

An error he’s never made before. But has now committed twice.

He doesn’t care.

Can’t care.

Can only wait out the storm, holding her close. His heart beating with an emotion he dares not name, he refuses to think about their doomed future.




*




They ride out the storm behind shuttered hearts and windows. But when he wakes, Al feels only cool blankets beside him. The blustering wind and lashing rain have given way to the chirrup of songbirds and raspy cry of seagulls putting their nests back together. The room is now bright with sunlight.

Talia, he sees after a moment of searching, is on the balcony. Wrapped in a blanket with her elbows on the marble railing.

The storm is over. But still he goes to her. How can he not? And thank goodness the naval yacht is no longer sitting on the horizon, awaiting him like a harbinger of death.

Relief flooding his heart, he wraps his arms around her waist from behind. And when she turns inside the blanket to give him a long, slow kiss, it washes away the chill of the early morning castle.

“It is beautiful, non?” he asks when they turn back to the sea: framed by a clear, blue sky, the lush, green island of Terre d’Or sits in the short distance.

“Yes, it truly is,” she answers, but then stiffens inside his arms. “I sure hope they’re alright over there, after the storm. My Papy has a vanilla farm. Those winds could have really damaged his crop.”

“It is not the first storm to come to the islands,” he answers, hoping to reassure her. “The Vickees are well-versed in preparing for cyclones.”

But instead of washing away her worry, his words seem to send her into a sad silence.

“What is it Talia?” he asks, turning her toward him.

“I—” she starts, blinking quickly. “I didn’t know coming here to help after my mamy’s death would have such an impact on me. It feels like I’ve fallen in love…with the grandfather I barely knew before this. And with that island over there. Everyone is so…so genuine. So kind, and big hearted. They don’t have much of their own, but they’ll give anything to help someone in need. It’s nothing like the world I came from, where they’d step over a dying man if it means getting to work on time, but here… “

Her face saddens. “I just…I just hate to think of none of this being here the next time I visit. It kills me that the royals have the power to pave over this beautiful place, to dislocate all these people from their homes, just to make a few individuals richer than they already are. It’s so wrong.”

It’s all he can do not to apologize. It’s his fault she feels this way. And he doesn’t want her to feel sad, but the plans are already in motion. He releases her from his hold, and comes to stand beside her with a sad look of his own as he leans over the railing and looks out to Terre d’Or.

“What’s wrong, Al? Why are you sad, too?” she asks.

“I would like to help, but I don’t know how.” The truth. But not really. Putain, how did this situation become so complicated?

“You already have,” she says, a gentler smile replacing the sad one. “Don’t you see? Now that I’ve met you, I feel inspired. Inspired to stay and fight for Papy and the rest of the Vickees.” She seems to think about this proclamation, and nods as if deciding it as a fact. “No, I won’t go back after Christmas to finish law school. I’ll stay on Terre d’Or, and live the life I want, fighting for the people and causes I care about, instead of living out my parents’ vision board— “

She stops when she sees the look on his face. “What?”

“Nothing.” He stands up straight, not quite knowing what to do with his arms or all the alarm bells going off in his chest. “It’s just that is… a big decision to be made on a mere whim.”

“A mere whim,” she repeats, tilting her head and squinting up at him. “This from the guy who decided to jump off a boat and swim here for a castle squat. I don’t understand…”

But then she stops, her face darkening as she realizes out loud, “Oh I see. This was only supposed to be a one night stand. And now I’m making it weird. Hmm.”

She’s obviously going for a cynical tone with this statement but ruins it with a pained sound toward the end. Letting him know it’s a direct hit. He’s hurt her.

“No, Talia,” he says, even though it was meant to be a one-time thing. It can’t be any other way.

She pins him with a skeptical look as she asks, “So that terrified look on your face is because you do want me around?”

He wants to deny it. Wishes he could deny it.

“Okay, okay,” she says with a shaky sigh. “I obviously completely misunderstood the vibe. I got caught up in the island life and for whatever reason, I didn’t think you were like all the other douchebags I thought I left behind in New York. Sorry. I’m… I’m just going to go now.”

“Talia…”

But she’s already back inside the bedroom, picking up her clothes which he’d set to dry in front of the fire. The blanket she’s wrapped in trails behind her as she rushes to put them back on without exposing her naked body to his eyes. Somehow her hiding from him in this manner makes him feel completely shut out. Like she’s closed a door in his face, even if he can still see her.

He should let her go. Heaven (and every French tabloid) knows she’s not the first one night stand to get pissy with him in the morning. But he can’t let it end like this. Can’t let her walk out believing last night meant nothing to him.

He follows her back into the bedroom.

“Talia, it is very complicated.”

“How complicated can it be? You’re a hermit who hunts his own food and doesn’t even own a shirt. I’m a scullery maid, trying to figure out what she really wants out of life. Apparently that’s a little too much for you.”

Now fully clothed, she drops the blanket, huffing and pushing wild curls out of her eyes.

“Talia, please. Stay. We will talk—”

“I’m such an idiot.” She turns and runs from the room.

Let her go, his father’s sensible voice tells him from beyond. Haven’t you already made enough of a mess with this charade?

I can’t! his thundering heart shouts back. He pulls on his shorts and chases after her. Through a dark hallway, down the main staircase to the front door.

“Talia! Please, stop!” he calls after her.

The main door of the castle flies open with a loud creak, silhouetting her figure in sunlight as she steps outside, ready to run down the steps…

“Talia!” he yells again.

And she freezes.

But not because he called her name.

When he catches up to her, he sees why she’s stopped cold at the top of the terrace steps. And it’s the worst possible reason imaginable.







***











CHAPTER EIGHT




Mais putain de merde.

La Reine des Mers is anchored at the castle’s dock, filling up the small bay in front of Vieux Victoire with its extravagant girth. Crew members in pale blue uniforms jump down from the deck and catch her lines to tie up to the long stone jetty. The crew Al slipped away from so many weeks before are now all here and accounted for.

Not just the crew. Bernard runs down the gangplank, stops when he sees Al at the top of the steps, and then starts running even faster towards them, waving like a maniac.

“Al, what is going on?” Talia asks carefully.

“Please, there is so much to explain—” he starts.

“Your Royal Highness! Oh, thank goodness!” Bernard calls, jogging up the main stairs with his usual lanky bustle. “The storm made it impossible for us to dock any earlier. A few weeks of playing boy scout is acceptable, Sir. People grieve in different ways. But we cannot lose the future king of Les Iles de la Victoire in a tropical storm!”

“Your Royal Highness?” Talia repeats, her voice turning hard as she eyes Al.

And Bernard stills, just now noting her presence.

“My goodness, is that you Ella?” he asks, blinking hard.

Talia glances away from Al and responds politely to his personal secretary, “No, sir, but Ella is my mother’s name,” she says.

“Bon sang, you look just like her…” Bernard looks struck, as if he’s seeing a ghost.

But then he seems to remember himself. He bows his head to give Talia a formal nod.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madame—I do believe Ella married an American by the name of Jeffries, am I correct?”

“Yes,” Talia answers carefully. “That’s my dad. Robert Jeffries. But please call me Talia,” she says.

Obviously, Bernard would never think of doing such a thing. Al had seen the older Vickee politely address even the skeeziest of Eurotrash while escorting them from the prince’s hotel room. He was as formal as they came.

But in this case, Bernard simply demurs with an introduction: “My name is Bernard Roda, and I am the personal executive secretary to His Royal Highness, the Prince Regent of les Iles de la Victoire. If you could come with me, I have a few papers for you to sign.”

“Bernard,” Al all but barks, “It’s not…it’s not like that. She doesn’t have to sign anything.”

Bernard laughs. “Oh, our prince...always making jokes. This one. Really, it will only take but a moment. If you could follow me…”

“Bernard,” he says, low and threatening.

However, the moment is disrupted when Talia cries, “Hold up… you’re the Bad Boy Prince of Victoire!?!?”







***





CHAPTER NINE




So, she hadn’t just been one-night-standed. She’d been one-night-standed by a prince! A prince who was pretending to be a homeless veteran while squatting in Mamy’s castle.

It can’t possibly be, but no, it most definitely is. Shave off the beard, clip the overgrown red locks, and… Oh. My. God.

“You are! You are the Bad Boy Prince of Victoire! I can’t believe this!” she exclaims, recalling the headline she once saw in a dentist’s office waiting room. An Us Weekly plastered with a paparazzi photo of a clean-shaven Al, traipsing around Europe with some English pop singer, even though Al was already engaged to—

She gasps, a cold realization blooming within her. “And you’re engaged! To a duchess or something, right?”

Talia’s eyes dart from Al’s private secretary, to the yacht behind him, teeming with a royal crew and security detail. Then back to Al. But he only stands there, like she’s stabbed him through with her words. The moment is silent but for the laughter of seagulls above.

Oh, God, what have I done? she thinks, her brain all but shutting down at the thought of even unknowingly sleeping with another woman’s man.

Then the man who’d introduced himself as Bernard says, “Madame Jeffries, really these papers will only take a moment., if you would—”

“I’m sorry!” Al, the apparent prince cuts Bernard off. “It started as a plaisanterie, a little joke, but then it became so much more. I didn’t know how to tell you…but I am not this man anymore, no longer a bad boy prince. My life is changed. Do you know my father recently passed—?”

“Are you asking me to feel sorry for you?” she asks, but yes, she knows the king recently died of an illness. And part of her does feel a little sorry for him, too. But right now, the furious part of her is at the helm.

He closes his eyes, then opens them again. “I want to be honest about who I am.”

“Honest? Sure. Why don’t you start being honest now that you’ve been caught in your lies, not to mention cheating on your poor fiancée!”

Well, not so poor. Talia also remembers from the article that the duchess is worth millions. But still, it curdles her heart to so much as think of sleeping with another woman’s man.

Also…

“You’ve been lying to me for weeks!” she screeches at him. “Weeks! We spent so much time together, and you couldn’t find a moment in there to tell me, oh, I don’t know, that your family owns this castle!”

“Non, it is not ours,” he answers, dipping his head to remind her, “It is Mamy’s chateau. And that it will always be.”

But Al’s ever-present charm, so disarming before, only makes her sad now.

Talia’s eyes cloud up. “I trusted you. I tried to help you and—”

“You did help me!” he cuts in, reaching his hands out like she’s a mad dog he’s trying desperately to soothe. “You helped me very much, and you can trust me! You didn’t know my full name, but I never lied to you about anything else.”

Her brain is in knots, trying to understand what’s happening. How any of this could possibly be happening.

Then, like a lighthouse in a storm, she hears the best thing possible. Her grandfather’s voice, trumpeting across the breeze.

“Talia! Wahgwan, lil grangirl?”

“Papy!” she calls out, running down the stairs and toward the dock where the old man is tying up his little rowboat.

He and the dingy are more than dwarfed by the massive yacht, with four masts and dozens of small sails. But she’s never been happier to see the little boat in her life.

“Papy!” she says, squatting down and throwing her arms around his neck.

“Tank de good one you awright. I be lookin’ but you not der,” he tells her, hugging her back. “Den de bridge be gwan. I—”

He suddenly breaks off, glaring past Talia at the man who’s run up behind her.

“Madame Jeffries, before you go, the papers really must be signed,” Bernard starts.

“Look pon dat deyah! Dat Bernard?” Papy answers before she can, waving an angry finger at Al’s assistant. “What you dwan here, slick boy? I say already, de ‘land not for sale!”

“No sir, I—” Bernard shakes his head.

“Boy ’fyou wantin’ me Ella, you know she gwan. Long time already, an I never put blessing ‘pon you! Me Ella, she with de American boy for a good while now.”

Papy makes a face like he’s not happy about that either, but at least it’s better than Bernard.

The two men are the same race, with the same bronze brown skin and slightly Polynesian features. But while Papy is laid back in shorts and a flowered shirt under shoulder-length deadlocks, Bernard sports what one would expect of a royal staff member, just not one of this century: a tailored, navy jacket with too many brass embellishments, and ridiculous cream colored jodhpurs. He also speaks impeccable English, with just a hint of a French accent.

“Monsieur de Samuel, I am merely here to collect His Highness the Prince Regent who has been in residence at the old castle these past few weeks.” Bernard says, nodding at Al, who’s come up to join them on the docks.

Papy looks at Al, shirtless and bearded. “Eh? What de boy king dwan heyah now?”

Papy then shifts his gaze to Talia, his eyes accusing, and her cheeks flush tellingly.

“I thought he was a homeless veteran,” she says, now wishing she had said something to him earlier about the man in Mamy’s castle.

Papy turns on Al now, his face blazing with indignant anger.

“Whawrong with you? Gwan now! Nah nah nah, why you mess with me gyal?”

“I know your wife, God rest her soul, took good care of Vieux Victoire for many, many years,” Al says politely. “But this castle is the property of the royal family. I have the right to come here whenever I like. Now, may I help you into your boat?”

“Nah nah nah, we don need none a yours,” Papy says. “You come Talia! Get away from dis boy king.”

Talia perches on the edge of the dock and lets Papy lower her into the dinghy. She quickly sits in the rocking boat, and waits for him to deal with the oars.

“Right then,” she hears Bernard say above on the dock. “Your Highness, shall we board your vessel as well? We can deal with the paperwork another time when…emotions are less volatile.”

But Al ignores him. “Talia, I’m sorry!” he calls after her from the dock.

She doesn’t answer. Instead, she turns her face away. Concentrates on Papy rowing. His strong old body is used to a lifetime of work, of survival, of struggle. He’s in his sixties, but he could keep up with any young man on this island. He would never hurt anyone the way Al has hurt Talia. She’s safe with Papy.

A safe idiot.

She can still sense Al standing on the dock behind her. Watching her go. And it makes her heart ache.

But she doesn’t look back.
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CHAPTER TEN




Upon receiving the news from Bernard, His Royal Highness the Prince Regent of les Iles Victoire, Aldrich Gerulf Pierre de Chanval du Fort, slams a fist on his father’s desk. But no, this is not his father’s desk, he reminds himself in the next heartsick moment.

It is his desk now. And he is sitting in his Châteauneuf Victoire receiving room. Several months have passed since he watched Talia glide away from him in the rowboat, her back to him, and her spirit so obviously broken by his deceit.

How could he have been so heartless? He knew from the beginning she was not his kind of girl. The kind of girl he usually chose was in it for the bragging rights. The type who couldn’t wait to sleep with royalty, even if Bernard made them sign an iron-clad confidentiality agreement about sleeping with said royalty.

But Talia…she didn’t even know who he was. And if she had known, she wouldn’t have had a thing to do with him, seeing as how she blamed his family for the possible ruin of everything her grand-père holds dear.

Getting close to that girl had been the best and worst thing that could have ever happened to Al.

Every moment they’d spent together in that abandoned castle was like a fairy tale. Her watching him hunt down a fish or a bird, cringing as he gutted or plucked it, but then cooking it into a fantastic lunch with the onions and spices she brought with her…because the best Aldrich could do was grill it over a fire.

The young coconuts they drank down like water, and the fizzy local palm wine she brought from Terre d’Or. It had barely any alcohol, but how they laughed while drinking it. Al hadn’t laughed that much with anyone, and he hasn’t laughed at all since they parted.

Talia had thought he was a broken man, a homeless veteran. She’d wanted to help him because she’s the kind of woman who believes helping others is the right thing to do. Because she’s a good person.

And he took advantage of her kindness.

Losing his father was hard. His death had been a long time coming, and was no shock to anyone, but it was still surprisingly hard. Especially knowing what he would have to take on after his father’s death: a political marriage to Philomena. Who, while very beautiful, is of no interest to him at all. And he is certain she feels the same towards him.

In their world, a marriage between royals is rarely founded on love. He and Philomena will play their parts, of course. They will attend official functions together, all the while looking the happy couple. And they will create a necessary alliance between Les Iles de la Victoire and Diamant. Eventually, Philomena will give birth to his successor. But beyond that, they will lead separate lives. Their respective staffs will be well trained and discreet, which means they can both pursue whatever romantic dalliances they choose without worrying about it becoming tabloid fodder.

But Talia…she changed him. Made accepting the life laid out for him so much more difficult. The sparkling, gold-leafed path lined with wealth, power, influence and the perfect future wife—one who would know how to play the part of queen in public but understand his distaste for monogamy behind closed doors.

Al knows he should be satisfied, happy even. His coronation is in a month. He’ll be king. The King. This is the culmination of everything he was prepared for as a child and a young man. Yet, all of it has about as much appeal to him as a pile of ashes now.

When he closes his eyes, Al doesn’t imagine a sparkling future. Instead, he remembers being on his hands and knees, scrubbing the stone floors of Vieux Victoire. Climbing palm trees to pick young coconuts when Talia was thirsty. Dusting, wiping, and polishing until his arms ached. But he didn’t care, so long as he was doing it beside her. Hell, he even worked when Talia wasn’t there, keeping the top floor clean—not just to stop her from snooping in places she shouldn’t, but also because he knew it would make her happy.

Before his heart had been cold and dusty, locked in a dark chamber, and hidden. But then Talia invaded his castle. With all her dusting and opening of windows, she’d managed to air out the cobweb-filled spaces his heart had burrowed in, and now…

Now he feels too much.

Every night before falling asleep, he sees her hurt face. Hears her pained voice. “And you’re engaged!”

Al misses her. More than he misses his father, even. Because unlike his father, Talia hadn’t cared about his title or his circumstances. She’d wanted him for his company, and she’d taken him at face value.

Only to discover everything she believed him to be was a lie.

“Your Highness?” Across the desk, Bernard clutches his leather padfolio tightly against his chest. “Do you have any thoughts about next steps now that she’s turned down your generous offer?”

No. No, he didn’t. This had been his last attempt at making amends: offering her the use of his private jet for her flight back to the States. But it seemed she’d rather endure the horrors of economy class on two separate flights than accept even this smallest of gestures from him.

“I couldn’t even get past Gaétan, her grandfather, to speak with her directly,” Bernard says on the other side of the desk, shaking his head. “Honestly, if the old man didn’t resent me so much…”

“Tell me what happened. Exactly what happened,” Aldrich commands, desperate for news of Talia.

“Of course, Sir. Monsieur Gaétan informed me Miss Jeffries purchased a plane ticket to return to the States. And as for the confidentiality papers…”

Bernard scowls at the memory, “he refused, claiming it would bring him personal shame to tell anyone his precious granddaughter even breathed the same air as that putain de connard prince. Excuse my language, Sir.” Bernard bows his head apologetically.

“Of course,” Aldrich says absently, but his insides are spinning. It can’t end like this. It can’t…

“He said the sooner Miss Jeffries leaves Terre d’Or behind, the better. He also proffered his family’s resignation as caretakers of the old castle, so we’ll have to find a—”

“She’s already bought her ticket,” Aldrich says, cutting the other man off, not caring in the least about their new job opening. “For when?”

Bernard opens his leather padfolio and slides on a pair of fashionable looking reading glasses. He moves his finger quickly across the touch screen.

“Soon, Sir,” he says after a moment’s consultation. “According to my sources, she has booked a short flight from Terre d’Or to the mainland today. Tonight she will start her journey back to New York City.”

“Today.” Aldrich drops his head to the back of his leather seat. “She’s leaving today.”

Merde. Right after Christmas, just like she’d originally planned. Back to the life her parents mapped out for her.

He wants to fix this. He needs to fix this. But how, with only hours to go until her departure?

“Sir? I am terribly sorry but there is one other pressing issue to be dealt with today,” Bernard says, his voice full of regret.

“Yes, what is it?” Aldrich asks impatiently, without looking up from his pondering.

“I am afraid the royal physician insists on speaking with you directly. It is in regard to your last health screening, the one you took to fulfill your pre-marriage contract to Lady Philomena,” Bernard says.

“Can’t you meet with her?” Aldrich sighs and looks towards the ocean outside his office window. Talia will be on the mainland today. He imagines her stepping onto an airplane, and never coming back.

Aldrich knows he must let her go. Because of his coronation in January. Because of his obligations to his country.

He’ll somehow plod forward and do what’s expected of him. And maybe one day he’ll forget her.

Maybe.

Bernard clears his throat, attempting to regain Al’s attention. “I tried, sir, but she insists on speaking with you directly.”

“Fine then…”

He might as well grant the royal physician an audience. Nothing else could possibly make this day any worse.
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Dr. Vel enters his private office a few minutes later. She is small and serious, with the same piercing brown eyes as Bernard, but with full Polynesian features that mark her as a non-Vickee. She wears a crisp, white lab coat, and carries a rather stereotypical black medical bag. Aside from the large tropical flower in her hair, she looks like she just walked off the set of an American medical drama.

“Your Royal Highness,” she says, bending her knees in a curtsy. “I do apologize, but it’s very important we go over your examination results together. In private.” She looks nervously at Bernard.

“Do not worry about Bernard,” Aldrich says. “I trust him completely. Now please… continue.”

The doctor nods, then opens her bag and pulls out a folder filled with what appear to be lab reports.

“I wanted to speak with you sooner, but given your results I decided it would be best to double and triple check them. I even sent an anonymous sample to a lab in South Africa, to be sure this wasn’t simply the result of a glitch with our equipment, or some form of foul play,” she says.

She neatly fans four sheets of paper listing blood and hormone levels across Aldrich’s desk.

Bernard leans in, concern writ plain on his face. “What does this mean…? His father—”

“No, no…it’s nothing like that.” Dr. Vel puts up a reassuring hand. “This has nothing to do with what happened to His Royal Majesty, God rest his soul. But these results do indicate a…different abnormality, no doubt inherited from His Majesty’s father.”

Aldrich leans forward, frowning. “I did not know he had any other problems.”

“Nor did we. It’s called Child’s Syndrome, and it is a chromosomal imbalance with no overt symptoms. Those who suffer from it generally become infertile at a young age.”

“Can you be more specific? How young an age are we talking about here?”

The woman swallows nervously and drops her eyes back down to the documents on his desk. “Generally speaking, infertility hits by age thirty.”

Aldrich, who turned thirty only a few months ago, sits back heavily in his chair, letting the new information sink in. Even as Bernard says, “But you must be mistaken! His Royal Majesty, King Georges-Luc, was obviously not sterile.” He slants a hand toward Aldrich as proof of his argument.

“As I said, the loss of fertility takes place around age thirty,” the physician explains gently to Bernard. Her eyes switch back to Aldrich and her face takes on a sympathetic look. “Your father was twenty-eight when you were born, Sir. According to my predecessor’s notes, your parents hoped for more children but were unable conceive again. It’s one of the many reasons I suggested, from the start of my tenure, that you marry someone with fewer direct connections to your familial lines. Though I understand Duchess Philomena is your uncle’s niece by marriage, I was still worried you might experience the same problems conceiving as your parents did. And that was before I ran these tests.” She pauses thoughtfully. “Child’s Syndrome was unknown when your father underwent his medical exam prior to his marriage to your mother. But what was not known then is glaringly obvious now. And based on these lab reports combined with what we know of your father’s documented fertility history, this genetic mutation was passed down from father to son. Though you’ve only just turned thirty, the results from the semen sample you submitted provide even more proof of your condition. You are almost, if not completely, sterile.”

“So let me get this straight, Doctor. You’ve waited until it’s too late to reveal that Prince Aldrich will not be able to father an heir?” Bernard sputters, his face looking visibly upset. Which is highly unusual for the typically unflappable Bernard.

The doctor shakes her head regretfully. “I understand and share your frustration, sir. But there was no reason for us to do a chromosomal workup at all until Lady Philomena’s family insisted on a complete physical exam.”

Bernard is now leaning so far forward, it looks like he might fall off his chair. “Doctor, you are to keep this information confidential,” he says, his tone at threat level.

She shakes her head regretfully again. “I’m sorry, sir, but that is not possible. Please recall, I was asked to sign the agreement to share Prince Aldrich’s medical information with Lady Philomena’s medical team, just as her medical team was asked to share her medical data with us. This is one of the reasons why I took such care to fully verify the results before sending them—”

Bernard jumps to his feet, shouting, “You’ve already sent them?!?!”

The doctor takes a step back, eyes wide in alarm. “Of course! It’s protocol…the protocol we all agreed to.”

Bernard begins to pace the room like an angry heron denied a fish. “Mais, c’est pas vrai, c’est pas vrai…” he mutters to himself. “This cannot be true. Without an heir, without the possibility of an heir, our economic and political union with Diamant will no doubt be rescinded. The real estate project on Terre d’Or depends on this marriage, and…” He stops, running his hands through his hair. “But this is a nightmare!” He turns to Aldrich, his brow pinched in obvious distress. “Prince Aldrich…I—I don’t know what to say. You must be devastated!”

Truthfully, Aldrich is experiencing many feelings, but devastation isn’t one of them.

There is a part of him, the businessman with an MBA from the Ecole d’Economie de Paris, who isn’t at all pleased with this obvious threat to his plan for Terre d’Or.

Philomena’s family is old-fashioned to the extreme, and they prefer to form alliances in the traditional way: through marriage and heirs. In that sense, Bernard is absolutely correct. This new information about Aldrich’s medical status will certainly change everything, since it’s highly unlikely the young and fertile Philomena will agree to marry an infertile man. In fact, this is clearly stipulated in their prenuptial contract: an heir must be produced by the couple within the next five years. However, if there is no possibility of an heir, then the contract will be considered null and void. So yes, the complete breakdown of his plans is disappointing, to say the least.

Yet another part of him is already rising from his chair with only one thought in his head: Talia.

She hasn’t left yet…

Bernard looks up in alarm when Aldrich rushes around his desk and toward the door.

“Sir? Are you all right?” he calls after him. “I know this is grave news.”

Yes, it is. The gravest.

But truthfully, Aldrich is fine. Better than fine. Because for the first time in weeks. Months. A lifetime…he’s free! No longer bound to Philomena—or the Victoire throne, for that matter, since he can’t produce an heir …

He hears the rapid footsteps of Bernard behind him as he throws open the door. Poor man, he must be rather confused by his sire’s odd response to the doctor’s news.

Nonetheless… “Matthis,” he says to his personal guard, standing silently at attention on the other side of the door. “Ready the helicopter. We’re leaving now!”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN




Prince Aldrich pilots the helicopter with his most senior men on board: Matthis, his personal bodyguard; Tyson, his second; and, of course, the ever-present Bernard.

These men have been at his side since he was in his early twenties. They’ve traveled the world with him, silently witnessing each and every one of his stunts. They’ve met every starlet, every celebutante, every model he’s ever been with. Thanks to Aldrich, his team is impeccably well-trained in high-jinks. So if they’re at all surprised he’s rushing to their poorest island territory to stop an American law student from leaving the country, they’re hiding it very well.

At least Matthis and Tyson are. Bernard, not so much.

“Sir, if I may be so bold, are you sure this is a good idea?” He asks from his seat next to Aldrich, practically yelling the question even though they’re both wearing headsets. “I know you feel strongly about this young woman, but what precisely do you hope to accomplish with this stunt? And there is your affianced to consider…”

“Bernard, you and I both know the duchess will never marry a sterile prince. The contract forbids it,” Aldrich says through his headset.

“But perhaps she can be reasoned with,” Bernard says, eyeing the tropical vegetation of Terre d’Or warily as Aldrich guides the helicopter towards an empty field. “Adoption has been looked upon more favorably in recent years.”

Aldrich ignores him in order to carefully maneuver the EC 155 so as not to destroy the nearby vegetation. He’s read extensively about the island’s main trade while putting together his resort project. Terre d’Or is known for its very particular and rather demanding vanilla orchid. The blossoms must be pollinated by hand within twelve hours of blooming or they will not survive. And that’s only the first step in a tedious, months-long harvesting process. Hoping the wind from his rotors is adequately buffered by the wall of nearby palm trees, he sets the chopper down and rolls off the throttle.

Bernard, who seems oddly familiar with the whereabouts of Gaétan de Samuel’s home, leads the foursome down a narrow dirt road, through a small village. The road is lined with brightly colored wooden houses, and as more and more residents begin to take notice of the unusual visitors, word spreads fast. Soon, locals start spilling out of their homes and fields to watch their prince regent and his men walk down main street, as if out for an afternoon stroll.

“In which of these lovely homes does Miss Jeffries reside?” Aldrich asks, genuinely cheered by the colorful architecture. Many of the modest, one-story houses have blue or green walls, with red or dark blue painted roofs.

“Actually Sir,” Bernard says as they near the end of the road. “While these colorful homes are quite lovely and typical of the island—I grew up in a similar one myself—Monsieur de Samuel lives in a more…traditional residence.”

They stop in front of a metal structure made of tin panels and a copper plated roof. Rust stains ooze from the disorderly bolts and rivets that hold the walls together, and a green patina grows on the roof. Bernard makes a face like he’s swallowed a fly.

“The townspeople have offered to build Monsieur de Samuel a new home many times in gratitude for his various contributions to the community, but it seems he prefers this pile of—”

“Bernard,” Aldrich warns in a low voice as they walk up to the old man’s porch.

“Apologies, Sir.” Bernard bows his head, and steps back to let the larger men pass.

A polite knock on the door results in no response, so Aldrich is forced to pound. When Gaétan finally opens the door, he appears neither surprised nor impressed to see the future king of Victoire standing on his humble doorstep. Nor is he intimidated by the brick wall of body guards who flank the younger man.

“Wah ywan, boy king,” Gaetan says, peering beyond the men and up the dirt road to Aldrich’s helicopter parked in a nearby field.

“Monsieur de Samuel, I would be ever so grateful if you would allow me to speak with your granddaughter, Madame Jeffries,” he answers, getting right to the point.

“What kinda question you ask me? She gone boy! Tink ‘bout it. She forget you boy king. Now you forget her,” Gaetan says, stepping back to close the door.

But Aldrich leans in. “Sir, I’m afraid I must insist. I know Talia is leaving today but her flight isn’t for hours. And I would never accuse you of lying, but I am positive a loving grandfather like yourself would prefer to wait with her at the airport, so I can only assume she is still here. Please let me in, I need to speak with her.”

Gaétan’s answer is to try to slam the door closed, but Aldrich blocks it with his foot. As they struggle, Aldrich takes in the room behind Gaétan. He can see an old couch, a gas lantern, the shuttered windows on the far side…he notes details and calculates potential danger, just as he learned to do during his self-defense training with Matthis. His parents had insisted he receive the training before they’d even consider allowing him to travel off the island without a full security detail. As it turns out, those four weeks of classes have come in surprisingly handy over the years. Even now, he knows it’s because of his training that he spots a faint shadow moving on the wall of an additional room not visible from the street.

“I know she’s in there,” he says, pushing on the door.

“Gwan now, down de road I can’t bother with you! Gwan! I can’t bother!” Gaétan pushes back with all his might, but as strong as he is for his age, he’s not strong enough to budge the foot of a very determined prince.

“Shall we break it down, Sir?” Matthis asks behind him.

“Wha kinda people you is? Don’t break me house!”

“No, there’s no need to damage this man’s property,” Aldrich agrees. “But perhaps Monsieur de Samuels would be more comfortable waiting outside with you,” he adds.

He leans out of the way, and Matthis and Tyson push through the door like it’s a curtain to extract the old man.

“Nah nah nah nah nah! No hands! Gwan now! Y’unnerstan? Gwan with you! Me can’t bother!”

“Gently, please,” Aldrich says, stepping inside so they can carefully remove Gaétan from his house.

“Papy!” Talia runs into the main room, presumably from the back room where Aldrich saw her shadow.

But she stops dead when she sees Aldrich.

As does the prince.

Aldrich’s joy, hope, and new found freedom….

They’re all flattened when he sees Talia for the first time in months.

Because her belly is now full and very, very round.







***





CHAPTER TWELVE




It’s Al.

She knows it’s him, but he’s so…different. The bushy red beard has been replaced by a rakish stubble. His desert island do has been cut off, and his hair is now fashionably disheveled, the copper waves curling around the bottoms of his ears. His borderline ridiculous Jordache cut-offs have been replaced by a light beige suit of fine linen, and an open-neck dress shirt. To put it bluntly, the crazy-look homeless guy she met at the beginning of autumn, has morphed into a ridiculously hot prince.

Papy’s voice breaks into their stunned stare down. Bernard must be out there with her grandfather, too, because she can hear him shouting, “Eh! Look ’pon dat! What you dwan heyah slick boy Bernard? Git yo hands off me, brutus, dat me house!”

Talia’s shoulders set, and she glares at the man she knew as Al, which she now knows is short for Aldrich. As in Prince Aldrich.

But she doesn’t care who he is now, because… “What kind of entitled asshole thinks it’s okay to kick an old man out of his own house? That’s a violation of his rights!”

“Whose is it?” he asks, frowning, as if she hasn’t mentioned Papy at all.

Talia frowns right back at him in angry confusion. Then remembers what she’d temporarily forgotten. Her huge baby bump.

“We were together only three months ago, but you’re clearly much further along than that,” Aldrich says through gritted teeth.

“Yes, clearly,” she answers, her voice weak as she glances down at her so, SO pregnant belly.

“You never mentioned a boyfriend back in America,” he says.

“And you never mentioned a fiancée,” she shoots back

His eyes flash. “Oui, it seems I am not the only one capable of telling lies.”

“You crazy man! I gwan back in me home you know, eh Brutus. I no let de boy king worry me Talia!”

Talia’s neck snaps when she hears Papy outside.

“Monsieur, monsieur, s’il vous plait, calmez-vous,” one of the guards says.

“Talia, alright deyah, baby gran?!” Papy calls into the house.

“I’m okay, Papy!” Talia calls back, her anger at Aldrich burning even brighter. This is unbelievable. How dare he show up demanding answers to questions he doesn’t deserve to ask?

“Listen, I know you’re the prince or almost king or whatever, but I don’t have time for this. You need to get out of here so we can leave for the airport. I’m not even sure why you’re here in the first place.”

He doesn’t answer. Just stands there, staring at her belly.

And with a growl of frustration, she elbows past him. Let the stupid lying prince have the house. She can’t stand to be in the same room with that lying jerk anyway.

Outside, she finds Papy and Bernard chest to chest, each waving a finger in the air.

“Dis not yo ‘land, city boy, heyah? You lose dat when you gwan one with de boy king an dem!” Papy gesticulates at the two security guys and the helicopter in the field.

“Honestly, Gaétan. You should start trusting people more. The land deal will be good for you, if you would just look at it with an open mind,” Bernard says.

“Why you wanna ask I trust these people? Me Talia, she trust, and wah happen? Boy king happen, nah nah nah nah.” Gaétan sees Talia on the front step and breaks away. The security guys lunge after him, but a voice suddenly calls out from behind Talia.

“C’est bon,” Aldrich says, and the men pull back. “Monsieur de Samuel may return to his home.”

Talia’s not looking at Al. She refuses to look at the bad boy prince. But she notes how weary his voice sounds before she can stop herself.

“Come on, Papy. Let’s go,” Talia says wrapping an arm around her grandfather’s shoulder and walking him to the truck. Her suitcase is already loaded in back. They both climb into the cab and stare at the dusty windshield.

“Putain de connard, gros bâtard…” Papy mutters as he starts the ignition. “Why de boy bother me and you baby gran? Me wan trankility, he too much bother.”

“I’m so sorry he came here, Papy. I made such a huge mistake.”

“Is okay, baby gran, we go now,” he says, before turning the ignition.

They rumble onto the road—only to stop short with a loud metal screech of Papy’s overwrought brakes to avoid running over the prince.

“Talia!” Aldrich calls, coming around the truck to her open window.

But she keeps her gaze fixed on the open road ahead, refusing to meet his eyes.

“Do you love him?” he asks.

The question brings her head up, and she finally turns to look at him.

“Do you love the father of your baby?” he asks again.

His question snaps something inside her heart. The thread she’s sewn the hole up with in the hope of closing this chapter of her life forever.

“I thought I did,” she finally says with a shaky breath. “But not anymore.”

He nods and looks down. After a moment, Papy shifts into gear, rolling onto the main thoroughfare now that there’s no prince-sized obstacle in his way. They maneuver around the clots of locals who have come out to watch the spectacle, and then they speed away, kicking up dust in their wake.

But Talia can’t help looking back. Can’t resist getting in one more glimpse of the cleaned up Al.

To her surprise, he’s still standing in the road. And when she sees the forlorn look in his eyes, what’s left of her heart contracts painfully. She looks away.

Papy lays his rough hand over Talia’s, as if it’s her and not him who has just been roughed up by the prince’s men.

“Trankility, baby gran. You too nice for de boy king. We all too nice. Gwan with you, gwan home, bring these little baby grans up nice.”

He sighs like a character at the end of a caper film as they leave the prince behind. “This near finished.”







***











CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Aldrich isn’t sure how long he stands there, watching the road. Long enough for the old man’s truck to disappear in a cloud of red dust. Long enough for the dust to settle down again, and the road to fill with curious locals.

Long enough to make a decision.

He wants her.

He wants her, and he doesn’t care if she’s carrying someone else’s baby. He has to get to her before she boards a plane and disappears into international airspace.

He calls for his first.

“Bernard. Bernard!”

“A moment, Sir,” Bernard says nearby.

Aldrich opens his mouth to retort. A moment? When has his assistant ever made him wait?

Bernard is speaking to a woman in a traditional wrap, with a girl at her side. And after only a few more moments of discussion, he brings the two over to speak with Aldrich.

“Bernard, we’ve got to follow Talia,” he says in a low voice as his private secretary approaches.

“Your Highness, I think you’ll want to hear this,” Bernard says. “I present Luana Sullivan, and her daughter.”

The local woman does a little curtsy and giggles. The crowd forms a ring around them to watch the conversation.

“Enchantée, Your Highness,” she says with a thick Vickee accent, and Aldrich nods.

“What can I do for you Madame?” he asks.

“Eh! Look at me, I chat to de prince heyah on Terre d’Or. It so nice. Sad, de king, he leave us. We spy de ceremonies on de telay, dwan by Suzettes. But you, you nice. Big ideas prince. Me girl, she want to work in de hotels, when she big—”

“Ma-maah,” her daughter whines, embarrassed by her mother’s rambling.

And Bernard also gives the woman an aggrieved look before saying, “Madame Sullivan, if you could tell the Prince Regent what you just told me. That is the most important matter.”







***











CHAPTER FOURTEEN




As Aldrich implied, Papy was the type of grandfather who would normally wait around for Talia’s plane to take off from Terre d’Or’s one-hangar airport. But today, he’s so anxious about leaving the prince alone in his village, she all but shoves him toward the truck, insisting he doesn’t need to wait here with her for the single engine island hopper to get in the air. He hugs Talia tightly. Then he mutters something about making sure the putain de connard boy king is full out of his village before peeling away in his old truck.

So she waits alone, planted on a bench in the shade of tall bamboo. It’s just as well. Papy’s been good to her, and despite what happened with the prince, this has been the trip of a lifetime. She’s not ready to think too hard about how sad she’ll be when she doesn’t wake up in his house tomorrow. Or how she’s going to break the news about this unexpected pregnancy to her parents…

“Ready to go, Miss Jeffries?” A man appears in khaki shorts and a polo shirt, but he’s got an accent unlike any she’s heard on Terre d’Or so far.

“Are you the pilot?”

“Sure am! Call me Marlin,” he says, picking up her suitcase. “Sorry for the delay, I rarely come to Terre d’Or, so I had to settle some affairs in the control tower.”

He jabs a thumb toward a one-story building at the end of the single strip of cracked and faded tarmac.

Talia’s eyebrows shoot up.

“No worries, miss! I’ll get you out of here in one piece,” he continues, in an accent she finally places as Australian. “We don’t have many people flying out these days, but that’ll change soon, won’t it? When the resorts are built. That’s why you’re here, right? Heard they might hire a few foreigners for the development. You one of those American consultants then?”

“No. Well I am an American, but I’m half Vickee. My mom’s from the island, and I’ve been staying with my grandfather for the last few months,” she explains as she accepts his hand to balance and she climbs the steps into his small commuter plane.

“Well, welcome home! Hope you enjoyed your visit. Sit up front with me, if you like,” he calls out, moving around the plane to rotate the propellers.

Why not? She makes her way down the narrow aisle towards the cockpit.

“Beautiful island,” Marlin quips as he climbs in next to her and puts on a headset. “It’s a shame to see greenery civilized, but I think it’ll be good for the people here.”

He flicks a few switches and speaks to the control tower in fluent Vickee. Talia buckles up, and her feet find the floor just as they take off without having to wait in a queue. While they bumble into the sky, the small plane dipping and drifting in the ocean breeze, Marlin continues to deliver his unsolicited opinion.

“I know they’ve got their farming, their vanilla and cinnamon and such, but it’s just not viable. It’ll be good for them to have genuine jobs like the rest of us, eh?”

Any other day, Talia might have pointed out that some people might be happier working for themselves under the open sky than for someone else indoors. She would have told him life on Terre d’Or is surprisingly viable, or else she wouldn’t be sitting next to him, pregnant and in perfect health, after living on the small island for six months. But not today. Maybe it’s the morning sickness, or maybe it’s that she’s in the cockpit of a frighteningly tiny airplane, but she’s fairly sure if she opens her mouth, her breakfast will make an abrupt appearance.

The archipelago of les Iles de la Victoire span out before them, a collection of six small islands gathered together as one nation. Marlin points out the mainland, the biggest island that is the farthest away, and it all becomes real for her.

Terre d’Or is behind her. In her past. Her heart aches. Aldrich has a fiancée. A duchess. He’s marrying a duchess and he lied about it. From day one.

Don’t think about him. Forget him, the law student she used to be advises.

But how can I? the woman she’s become asks back.

She doesn’t get an answer to her question. It’s stuffy and hot in the small cockpit, and the isolating white noise of the buzzing propellers makes Talia’s eyes droop. Her brain starts to float.

It feels like only a moment has passed when Marlin shakes her shoulder. “We’re here, Miss Jeffries,” he says in a flat voice.

The propellers are no longer buzzing, and the air is cool. Her feet scrape loudly against the metal floor of the cockpit as she shifts, waking up. “Sorry. I fell asleep.”

“No worries, Miss Jeffries,” he says, glancing outside then back to her. “Anyway. Off you go.”

Talia rubs her eyes and leans forward, turning around to make her way down the aisle.

“You go on, miss. I’ll take care of your bag.”

Marlin seems stiff now, not as warm and friendly as he’d been before she fell asleep. Almost formal. What happened—?

She stops short when she reaches the open door at the back of the small cabin, the answer to her question immediately evident…

They’re not at the international airport where she’s supposed to catch her first real-size plane home. Instead, Châteauneuf Victoire, the royal castle of the de Chanval du Fort family, is sprawled out before her. The same Mediterranean-style castle with stucco walls, red tile roofs, and lush landscaping that’s featured on the cover of her guidebook. Talia’s also seen it in a few architectural magazines. It’s even on the Victoire francs she has in her wallet.

At first it feels like a dream. She’s standing in front of this huge masterpiece in the doorway of a little charter plane. But the surreal dream quickly turns into a very real nightmare when she notices who’s barreling down the path to the airstrip.

Her not so prince charming, along with a phalanx of goons dressed in the official palace uniform.

And he looks furious.




***











CHAPTER FIFTEEN




This is bad. Really, really bad.

After being met at the plane by Al’s goons, the same overly large men who dragged her grandfather from his home, Talia is dragged across the small airstrip and grounds through what must be a servant’s entrance, and shoved into a dimly lit room. They don’t say a word to her, but stand like sentries on either side of the door, all but daring her to try to get past them.

She settles for glaring at them, while rubbing her arm. Okay, she might be exaggerating a little. Her arm doesn’t really hurt, and they hadn’t so much dragged her as swiftly escorted her. More like how a dedicated wedding usher would escort an elderly aunt to a ceremony that’s already begun. Only instead of being taken into an ornate church, Talia has been forced into—she looks around, blinking—a truly lovely bedroom. It’s a sea of calming blues and creams, with two floor-to-ceiling windows that open onto a balcony, velvety blue curtains, and intricately decorated wall panels like something out of a luxurious Paris apartment. A plush sofa sits between the windows, and fine antique furniture in polished layers of chestnut and walnut wood grain hold marble based lamps and vases of fragrant orchids. Several subtle doorways blend into the walls. Behind one, Talia can see a walk-in closet, the others are closed and she can only wonder how far the luscious living space extends.

But still, the AWOL law student inside her feels compelled to point out to the guards, “You are in complete violation of my civil rights, not to mention a few liberties I carry as an American citizen—”

She’s interrupted by the sound of loud buzzing.

No! No! No! She runs—okay, waddles—as fast as she can to the nearest window. But despite her protests, there’s no denying what she sees. The little plane taking off into the distance. Taking away Marlin, and her only chance of getting off this island.

As if on cue, she hears the distinct clicking of two pairs of heels. And when she turns, she sees her two guards face each other, arms straight at their sides, chins raised.

Aldrich enters, passing between the two men and looking back to nod. At this, the guards seem to know by some sort of prince-guard psychic link that it’s time to step out of the room and pull the doors closed behind them.

Which leaves her alone with Aldrich.

He stops a few feet from her, his stance hard and unforgiving, as his eyes rake over her body.

After a long moment, he says, “So Talia…after you left this morning, I spoke to a woman, Luana Sullivan. You may know her. She is the wife of the physician you saw on Terre d’Or. Can you guess what she told me?” he asks.

Talia tilts her head and pretends to think hard. “Let me guess…that HIPPA laws are something your country should jump on? Like yesterday?” she responds.

He doesn’t laugh, or even look slightly amused.

“Madame Sullivan informed me you are three months pregnant. With twins. My twins.”

“Really, she said that? Because I never mentioned a father to the doctor—”

Talia stops when he hits her with a killing look.

“When were you going to tell me?” he asks, his voice little more than a razor slicing through the air between them.

She starts rubbing her arm again, but this time for much different reasons. “I—I don’t know…”

“Were you going to tell me?”

Geez, he’d fit right in at Columbia Law School. But she stands up straighter, glaring right back at him as she answers, “Yes. I mean, of course I planned to tell you! Eventually. But, I wanted to do it from a safe distance…like maybe when I wasn’t in a country where your word isn’t literally the law, and where you don’t—I don’t know—have the power to reroute my flight home to your castle!”

If he feels any remorse over his actions, it doesn’t show. “I am their father. I deserved to know,” he says, pointing at the Aubusson carpet. “I can provide those babies with the best medical care. The best life—”

“Really? The best life? As the illegitimate children of a married king?” she shoots back.

Aldrich stops. Puts his pointing finger away. “Ah yes, you do not know. The wedding between Philomena and me has been called off.”

Okay, wait…what?

“Uh, say that again?” Talia asks, not knowing how to process this unexpected new piece of information.

He answers with a decidedly Gallic shrug. “It did not work out. The details are unimportant. Politics, you know. To be honest, it was a relief. I came immediately to tell you, but then I saw, well…that.”

His eyes travel to her belly and darken.

Talia’s heart soars, only to plunge straight back down when she remembers his lies. And how she ended up here, in the real castle of Victoire. She hardens again, and takes a step back from the prince who abused his power to bring her here.

“Well, I’m sorry to hear you won’t be spending eternity with the duchess, but I’ve got to get back to school and work like crazy if I want to get my degree before these babies come. I’ll head home, and once I’m settled, you and I can discuss a suitable custody arrangement.”

Talia forces a bright tone to punctuate her words, but he continues to scowl down at her, his hands fisting and un-fisting at his sides. As if he’s trying to keep himself from hitting something. Or someone.

“A custody agreement,” he repeats. “That won’t work. Both of the babies you are carrying will be in line for my throne. Do you think I’ll allow you to finish out your pregnancy in some New York City dormitory?”

“First of all—Columbia law students live in apartments not dorms, and second of all, allow me? Listen here, Al. You may be a prince, but this is the twenty-first century. You don’t get to dictate what I do!”

He leans forward to snarl back, “As long as you are in my country, and carrying my children, I get to dictate everything you do.”

“Oh really? What’s your plan then? Keep me prisoner here in Tropical Versailles?”

A small tic appears to have developed just under his left eye. “What else am I supposed to do? I cannot let you run away with my heirs in your belly!”

“Your heirs? They’re my children, too! You can’t do this!” she says, truly distressed at the prospect of being forced to remain a veritable prisoner in the home of a man who regularly got written up in the tabloids for serial dating pretty much anyone with boobs, bleached teeth, and a Brazilian blowout. All despite having a fiancée waiting in the wings.

“I don’t like it either, Talia,” he answers, his voice level but insistent. “It would be so much easier if you were here as a willing guest…”

He lets the words hang in the air, as if expecting her to smile and say, Well, why didn’t you say that in the first place! I’d love to be a prisoner here in your country because I made my first big mistake after spending the last twenty-four years following the rules. I most certainly deserve to be held here against my will for having unprotected sex with the wrong man. Why YES, of course I’ll stay!

But no way in hell is she going to respond to his unspoken offer. Maybe if he hadn’t lied. Or seriously violated like, all her rights to get her here.

So instead of saying anything, Talia lets his words hang until they drop.

And eventually Aldrich says, “It seems there’s nothing more to discuss.” He walks back to the door, opens it, but turns to say, “Please make yourself at home. I’ll call for you soon.”

So very polite. So ruthlessly civilized. So completely the opposite of the man she fell for back at Old Vick.

Talia says nothing.

And the next thing she hears is a conversation in hushed French. Orders spoken too low and too fast for her to comprehend. But she understands well enough that her guards will remain outside the door, ensuring she doesn’t leave this lovely bedroom. She knows this even before the door shuts with a soft click, and the man she knew as Al leaves her utterly alone in a prison of his own making.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN




How could she—? How could she dare to think of leaving with his children? Of giving birth to them in the States? Maybe even meeting another person, one who would raise Aldrich’s children—his children! —as his own.

Aldrich paces his office, a caged lion in a zoo created by one unbelievably stubborn woman. Yes, he’d lied to her about his identity, but what she’d been planning to do—what she’d almost taken from him—it was worse. So much worse.

In his mostly untroubled life, Aldrich has never felt anything like the rage now burning inside him.

And then his mother happens.

Cued only by a long trill of German—which is the trick she uses whenever she wants to get past his French and English-speaking guards without too much fuss—the office door bursts open, and a flurry of silk and jasmine rushes towards him.

“Tell me mon chéri, est-ce que c’est vrai? Is it true?” His mother’s long, silvery hair brushes across his face as she kisses him on both cheeks and drags him to two facing arm chairs.

“Am I to be an oma?” she asks, switching back to German.

Just as Aldrich grew up speaking French, she grew up speaking German in her small, but extremely rich European border kingdom, thanks to a German nanny. Neither his father, nor most of the palace staff, spoke the language. So she wasn’t above switching to her native tongue any time she wanted to have a private chat with her son.

“Ja,” he answers, tersely. Really, really not wanting to have this conversation with her right now.

But one syllable from him is all his mother needs to jump up from her chair, and spin around with her arms spread wide like Julie Andrews in the Austrian Alps.

“Oh! This is such a joy to hear, and after the tragic news from Dr. Vel! Here I had believed our line would die out with you. Kaput! But now…now! We are saved! Our family name will continue, and most importantly, I will finally be an oma!”

But then she stops, switching back to French when she sees the look on her son’s face. “Mais, qu’est-ce qui se passe, mon chéri? What is happening? You are not happy?”

Aldrich forces a tight smile. “Of course I am pleased, Mother. As you said, our family line is saved.”

However, his mother’s Maria von Trapp moment is over. She lowers her arms to ask, “Where exactly is this young woman of yours? I tried to call on her, but couldn’t get past your guard. And surely she wants to meet with me, the queen and future grandmother of her children.”

Aldrich sighs, and rises from the chair.

“Mother, if you must know, Talia is not exactly a willing guest in our home.”

His mother shakes her head. “I do not understand. Why would she not want to be here with us during this joyous time?”

His mother is eccentric, and silly at times. But she’s never failed to be on his side. So Aldrich tells her everything that’s passed with the half-Vickee girl currently imprisoned in their palace home. How they met. Became friends…and then more. Finishing with, “I feel she is the only person outside this room who has ever met the real me. But she cannot abide the prince who lied to her. And if she had her way, she’d be halfway to New York by now. Talia has decided she hates me for not being the person—the homeless, crazy person, mind you—she thought I was. And she’s being completely irrational about returning to the States. So…I—I’ve locked her in the blue suite and put guards at the door.”

He clears his throat, painfully aware his actions sound a lot less sensible when spoken aloud, even if he had no other choice in the matter.

And as it in agreement, his mother gasps, patently appalled. “Aldrich Gerulf Pierre! This is not how we treat guests in our home!” she scolds.

“I don’t like it either, Maman, but if I free her, she’ll run for the airport and take your grandchildren with her! She wants us to have one of those terrible American custody arrangements. Can you imagine? A custody arrangement with royalty! It is unheard of. And both her parents are lawyers…so I have no doubt the court battle would be long and tedious. I cannot allow that to happen. The press would have a field day, and our country would be taken less seriously than it already is!”

Yasmin shakes her head. Her unconventionally long hair swishing over her shoulders. “I understand, my son. But you also cannot keep a woman here against her will forever,” she points out. “She is an American citizen and I don’t need to tell you what kind of problems would arise if her government found out about this. Not to mention, it’s just wrong.”

He grimaces, “Oui, I know.”

“Do you? Because it would take a single phone call to the American embassy to create an embarrassing international situation for us. Then we would truly be a mockery. And we do not need bad press right before your coronation.”

“Oui, Maman. Do not vex yourself. No one outside our most trusted staff, and the pilot Bernard paid off handsomely, knows she’s here. Her grandfather doesn’t have a phone, and she’s not currently in contact with her parents. So we have some time before anyone starts looking for her.”

On that gloomy assessment of the state of his relationship with Talia, Aldrich goes over to the always-stocked wet bar beneath a portrait of his father. He grabs a crystal decanter of whiskey and pours himself a glass. “Maman?”

“No thank you, dear,” she answers. “But do go ahead. You’ve had quite a day.”

The smoky liquid eases down his throat but does nothing to relieve his mood.

Twins. With a woman who now despises him and wants nothing to do with him.

He drops into the padded leather chair behind his desk and let’s his eyes close, cradling a second glass in his lap. He hears the whisper of his mother’s silk dress, smells her soft perfume.

“Let me tell you une petite histoire, mon chéri,” she says. “A story from my past. When I was a girl in Diamant, I felt very…how should I describe it? Not lonely, but alone.”

Aldrich opens his eyes, and finds his mother now perched like a nightingale on one side of his desk.

“I had my brother Hervé, of course. But he was several years older than I and never wanted to play. My family wouldn’t allow me to make friends outside the castle, and all of my schooling was done by a series of private tutors—mostly German women without much in the way of humor. I was terribly sad.”

“We had a large staff of servants, and they were the only people I saw every day. Some were children, starting in the kitchens or stables as young as twelve or thirteen. They did menial work to learn the profession, hoping to move up in the ranks and eventually become a valet or footman. But one day, a new boy joined our staff, and upon our first introduction, he made a point of asking if I’d seen a rather popular movie. He was considered foolish by the other staff because he didn’t know his place. But it was precisely because of his ignorance that he nearly won my heart. He did something no one had ever done before.”

She pauses, a small smile forming on her lips.

“And what was that, Maman?” he asks, curious despite himself.

“He talked to me.” Yasmin shrugs her shoulders. “He would come to my quarters and clean out the fireplace, or collect my dirty tea cups, and we would talk. We had long conversations about the world, he told me about the kitchens, and I told him what I was learning. He wanted to know what I thought, how I felt about things, and he was brave enough to disagree with me. That is what was so special about him. He treated me like a person, not like the porcelain princess everyone else thought me to be.”

She pushes off the desk and walks toward the door, stopping behind an armchair.

“Maybe your American girl would like the same from you. After all, it’s your friendship that bonded you before the ugly truths came out. You said she met and liked the real you. Perhaps you can help her to see that man again?”

“Perhaps,” he answers, his mind casting about for ways to take his mother’s advice.

Yasmin nods as if it’s a thing already sorted. “I do not like this mess you have created, my son,” she says shooting him a severe look. “But do as you see fit, and I trust you’ll find your way out of this unpleasant situation.”

“Oui, Maman,” Aldrich agrees, even as his shoulders slump. He doesn’t have nearly as much trust in himself.

But Yasmin has moved on and is already back to her new favorite subject. “Twins!!! Can you imagine? In a few years they’ll be running in the gardens!” she says, rushing over to the windows as if the children are already there. “Your father’s invalidation of your marriage contract from beyond the grave has been foiled. Take that, you damn genetic flaw!”

Aldrich’s jaw sets as he hears the blame in his mother’s voice. It is no secret that she never truly cared for his father. Aldrich has very few childhood memories of the three of them together. He was almost always alone with one or the other, and it was usually Maman.

“But now, we have a second chance,” Yasmin continues breathlessly. She stares out the window as if greeting a new day. “Twins! And just in the nick of time.”




Gentle knocking pulls Talia from a dreamless sleep. She rubs her face against the cool, sateen pillow and squints one eye open.

Oh, right. Her royal prison.

To be fair, it’s the best looking prison she’s ever seen. Not that she’s seen any outside of television shows and movies. But still…

The gentle knocking starts again.

Talia sits up, pulls her t-shirt over her belly, and covers herself with the blankets.

“Yes?” she asks.

“Madame, hello.” A small Vickee woman in a maid’s uniform enters. “My name is Nelly. Please excuse me for waking you, but we’ve much to accomplish this morning, and very little time.”

“Accomplish?”

“Well, we’ve got to get you dressed, haven’t we?”

The young woman bustles around the room, picking up the clothes Talia tossed on the floor before falling asleep the night before. Talia notices her dinner dishes have disappeared from the low table by the fireplace, and her suitcase is now open and empty on top of a luggage rack.

“Did you come in here while I was sleeping?”

“Oh no, not me, Madame. That would be Antaly, your night maid. I come on at seven.” Nelly shakes out the drapes, tying back the thicker layers with velvet ropes. “Please, we must wash you before the others arrive.”

“The others?” Talia asks, allowing herself to be guided out of bed. Her t-shirt barely reaches the top of her panties and keeps riding up her belly. She tugs it down as best she can.

“I’ve drawn you a bath. Don’t worry, it’s not too hot. I’m sure it will be to you and your babies’ liking.”

Nelly gives her a polite smile before turning away, and Talia wonders just how much the other woman knows about her pregnancy, including who the father is.

The night before, Talia saw what she thought was the bathroom, a closet containing an elegant toilet and sink. Now Nelly opens a panel in the wall, revealing a cathedral-like space with an enormous, claw-footed bathtub, and a view of the sea. Stained glass trims the bay windows, and floral-scented candles decorate the minimal surfaces. In one corner sits an old-fashioned diver’s suit, the kind with a huge copper helmet and a hose that would have run to the surface. In the other corner is a massive tiled shower fitted with a long panel adorned with a series of buttons. She assumes they must control the output of the shower head. The floor is warm beneath her feet, even though it appears to consist of large marble tiles. She wonders if it’s heated. Either way, it’s all a bit of a shock after making do for the last several months with the outside corner spigot at Papy’s.

No, she is definitely not on Terre d’Or anymore.

“I will take your things,” Nelly says, holding out a hand but looking away to give Talia some privacy. “When you’re ready, please use my shoulder to steady yourself as you step in.”

Talia slowly removes her clothes, then balls her underpants inside the t-shirt before handing them off to the other woman. She steps carefully onto a small footstool that has the same lion claw feet as those on the tub. And then grips Nelly’s shoulder as she lowers herself into the water.

The water’s not too hot, not too cold. Just perfect.

“Do you have a fragrance preference?” Nelly asks. “I usually recommend the vanilla, a special blend made from our locally farmed products. But we also have jasmine, and hyacinth.”

“Uh, vanilla will be fine,” Talia says. “But seriously, I can do it. Really…”

“Bubbles?” Nelly asks, pouring a bottle of what looks like scented oil into the water. “Um, sure…”

Jets come on in the tub, and the warm water churns, softening Talia’s tension and surrounding her with the luscious, creamy scent of vanilla. In no time, a thick layer of foam has frothed up on the surface of the water, tickling her chin and ears, and making her feel a little less naked around Nelly.

Eventually, Talia manages to relax, closing her eyes as she rests her head against the gently slanted edge of the tub.

If things had gone her way, she’d be at Schipol Airport in Amsterdam right about now, rubbing the kinks out of her neck, and probably debating whether or not to have a decaf.

Through an open window in the palatial bathroom, Talia hears a waxbill chirp and remembers it’s summer here. Summer in December. And therefore it’s winter in Europe. And back home. She tries to imagine getting off the plane in New York, wearing the one hoodie she brought with her to the tropics, and sinks lower into the warm water.

“Miss? Are you ready for Sebastian?”

Talia sits up. “Who?”

“He’s the head beautician. He’s here to give you a shampoo.”

“I can do my own—” Talia starts, but Nelly’s already walking away. Talia barely has time to make sure the bubbles are still covering her up, when a rather fashionably dressed older Vickee man with a professional air comes in.

“Ah, lovely,” he says, sitting on a stool behind Talia, gently pulling the elastic from her hair.

She hadn’t even bothered with her sleep cap last night because she’d been so drained, and she knows her curls are a knotted mess.

“Sorry about my hair,” she says, knowing how much her hairstylist in New York hates it when she shows up at an appointment without detangling.

“Just relax, lovely. Sebastian is here. Look at this hair! Such nice strong strands. Oui, good Vickee hair. But I will not lie, it needs some love.” He belts out an infectious laugh that makes her smile.

Talia closes her eyes, self-consciousness forgotten, as the man’s nimble fingers massage her roots, slowly wetting her hair and pulling out all the tangles and fairy knots. She smells the rich coconut and shea butter shampoo and feels the lather lapping at her ears as he washes her hair and gently massages her head. The soothing, repetitive movements lull her into a deep, relaxed state. All too soon, he asks her to lean forward so he can rinse. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees him lift a large pitcher of water—thankfully warm—and feels pampered as he pours it carefully over her head. Sebastian finger combs something into her scalp, probably leave-in conditioner. It smells heavenly, as if vanilla and butter had a sugar baby.

All the while he chats with her, as if getting your hair done in a bathtub by a professional stylist first thing in the morning is an everyday occurrence. Regardless, she finds his conversation relaxing. She’s also done worrying about being nude around him by the time Sebastian starts on his fourth story about his young Polynesian boyfriend: “He runs de streets wild while I working!” He also refuses to marry Sebastian even though gay marriage is legal in Victoire and “I keep tellin’ he I love him so big.”

And by the time the older man starts working on her face, gently washing her pores, and applying a scrub and a deep clay mask, the only real worries she has about Sebastian concern his ne’er do well boyfriend.

“Maya Angelou says if someone tells you who they are, you should believe them. The first time,” she advises as he nourishes her skin with a toner and light moisturizer.

Sebastian agrees to think about Maya’s sage advice but does it in with a non-committal “Euh” that lets her know his cruel but hot boyfriend won’t be getting dumped any time soon. At least she gets to feel like she has at least one friend in her palace prison as he packs up his things and leaves.

But then things get bizarre again when Nelly reappears, seconds after Sebastian’s departure, carrying a small tray with a golden razor on it. She sets the tray on the small shelf next to the tub, then reaches into the bathwater and draws up one of Talia’s legs by the ankle.

“Uh…hold on, what are you doing?” Talia asks, trying to sit up, only to lean back again when Nelly spreads a fine scrub over her skin and works it into her leg muscles.

Oh, God! That feels good, Talia thinks, losing herself in the fantastic leg massage…at least until the other woman reaches for the razor.

“You’re going to shave my legs?” Talia asks. She seriously cannot believe this is happening right now. And to her, of all people.

“Unless you prefer to…” Nelly begins, her tone sincere.

“Yes, I’ll do it myself!” Talia quickly grabs the razor from the other woman, only to get tripped up when she attempts to reach forward towards her legs.

Twins man… Her baby bump—baby mountain?—is pretty huge, even though she’s only three months along. And apparently the bump doesn’t really care if she is unable to shave her own legs, or do much of anything involving areas below her waistline.

With a placid look she must have learned at royal “don’t laugh, no matter what you see” school, Nelly watches her strain to reach her legs. Until Talia finally gives up, holding the razor out to the other woman, and sinking back with a weary, “Okay, fine, go for it, Nelly. Thank you.”

Nelly gently removes the razor from Talia’s grasp and proceeds to make quick work of over three months of unchecked growth. When she’s done, she produces a plush white robe seemingly out of nowhere.

“Here you go, miss. They’re ready for you,” she says, holding it up for Talia.

“Who’s ready for me?” she asks, wondering what could possibly follow such a thorough pampering job.

Talia finds out soon enough. As she follows Nelly back into the main bedroom, she discovers more people and things. A woman wearing the same type of uniform as Nelly, a rack of clothing, a chef in a tall white hat, a breakfast trolley, and finally, a woman in a business suit.

“May I present Madame Jeffries,” Nelly says, and the group smiles at her warmly.

“Please, call me Talia,” she rushes to say, before blurting out, “And please tell me you haven’t been standing here waiting for me this whole time!” She’s truly distressed at the thought. After all, Business Suit Lady is wearing heels!

“First, you must eat Madame,” the chef says, neatly sidestepping her comment. He has a heavy French accent, and Talia suspects he might really be from France. “I am Loïc, the palace chef de cuisine. Monsieur Bernard asked me to personally deliver your breakfast this morning. I’ve prepared a variety of options for you. Please let Nelly know if you have any dislikes, preferences, or allergies. This will allow me to better accommodate you next time.”

Talia extends a hand for him to shake. “Thank you, Loïc,” she says.

“Euhhh…” The large man hesitates, then clasps her hand in an old fashioned way, as if he were going to kiss it.

“It is my privilege to serve you,” he replies. “Now I must return to the kitchens. Bon appetit, Madame.”

“Bye.” Talia turns to Nelly, who is holding out a chair.

“Please, Madame.”

She sits, and Nelly moves in front of her to remove the silver tops of three different plates. One reveals a selection of sliced tropical fruits with a bowl of yogurt in the middle and, when Talia smells the fresh scent of cinnamon, she recognizes a small cup of freshly baked, still-warm granola. Another plate contains fluffy scrambled eggs, crisp bacon, and home fries with a dollop of ketchup, and a little bottle of local hot sauce.

“Ah, a proper American breakfast,” Nelly murmurs appreciatively. Then she gestures Talia’s attention to the final plate.

Talia’s mouth waters as she eyes the most amazing-looking French toast: thick slices of brioche, rich with egg and cream, sliced caramelized bananas, a tiny pitcher of maple syrup, and a side of sausage links.

On Terre d’Or, Talia had become accustomed to rice porridge and black coffee in the mornings. But this, well…

She looks up at Nelly and the other people standing at attention nearby. Nelly seems worried.

“If none of it is to your liking, I will call for Loïc and have him remove it,” she says.

“No. No! It’s wonderful. It’s just…” Talia breaks off, a troubled look crossing her face. “Are all of you really supposed to do everything I say? Fulfill my every wish, like in the movies?”

Nelly nods, even though her “keep a straight face at all times” training isn’t enough to hide her confused expression. “Of course! We are here to fulfill your needs. If something is not to your liking, please let us know.”

Talia nods slowly. “Well, something’s definitely not to my liking,” she says, her voice taking on a serious tone. “See, I really hate eating alone. So maybe I could convince you all to join me for breakfast?”

She looks over at the woman in the business suit. “You, too. And…well, maybe we can get the guards in here? I mean, this is seriously so much freaking food! And I don’t want any of it to go to waste.”

Which is how Talia ends up having her first palace breakfast with Nelly, the woman with the clothes rack, Pascal, a half-Vickee like her who was just assigned to her personal detail this morning, and Valnara, a mainlander who introduces herself as the royal family’s legal secretary.

She hands Talia a clipboard and a Montblanc pen before plucking a croissant from the cart.

Talia sets down her white china cup. “What is this?”

“Ah, of course. This is a non-disclosure agreement we’d like you to sign with regards to your stay here. And a document that states you agree to be seen by the royal medical team for the duration of your pregnancy. And—” She pauses, looking at Talia in polite dismay. “May I ask why are you laughing, Madame?”

Talia covers her mouth with a perfectly laundered cloth napkin.

“This place is really nice. And everyone has been so kind. But...I am being held here against my will. Are you all aware of this? I’m a prisoner here,” she says this very slowly so everyone is forced to acknowledge her words.

Talia knows she’s hit a home run because an uncomfortable silence settles over the room. She continues, “Both my parents are lawyers, and I’m going to law school, too.” She looks pointedly at the legal secretary. “I know you’re just doing your job. And I don’t mean to be rude, but you can absolutely forget about me signing any papers, any agreements, anything at all. Is that clear?”

The woman looks stricken.

“I am sorry…” Talia says. “But my parents would kill me if I were to sign anything—especially if they had any idea about the situation I’m in.”

The legal secretary quietly arranges her documents, placing them back in a folder, and stands. “I shall inform the prince. Thank you for your time,” she says. She quietly walks out of the room before Talia can invite her to at least finish her breakfast. No hard feelings…

But once the woman is gone and the door has closed quietly behind her, Nelly and the other Vickee woman with the clothes rack exchange wide grins.

“That was crazy, right?” Talia asks, reaching for the decaffeinated tea. “I mean, am I supposed to pretend this whole situation isn’t crazy?”

“Non, Madame. It is crazy,” Nelly agrees with a sympathetic smile. “But I must confess, when we heard about you…you know, all of us who work here,” she gestures at the other woman, “we are thrilled! A Vickee, here in the castle! It is the first time. And you don’t let those mainlanders boss you around, nuh!”

Talia smiles back, liking how Nelly’s Terre d’Or accent has slowly crept out now that it’s just the three women and Pascal in the room. But she feels compelled to point out, “Yes, I am a Vickee. Half-Vickee, half-African American. But…well, I’m not exactly a guest. And I have a life of my own that I really need to get back to in America.”

“Of course you do. I forget myself.” Nelly looks down.

“Shall we tackle your wardrobe, Madame?” the other woman asks, jumping up from the table.

And now they’re back to servants and servee. Talia seriously hates all the hierarchy, but the young woman with the clothes rack looks at her so hopefully, she replies, “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got,” and claps her hands together in an effort to lighten the mood.

Nelly smiles again.

“Miss Talia, this is Aleeza. She’s in charge of dressing you. Sebastian will be in afterwards to touch you up once he’s finished with Her Majesty.”

Aleeza steps back to reveal two wheeled garment racks filled with the most amazing clothes Talia has ever seen. Each item appears to have been specifically tailored to compliment a pregnant woman’s figure. Talia leaves her seat and walks over to the racks, fingering through hangers draped in soft fabrics, silks and charmeuse, summer blouses, suits and dresses, and luxury maternity lingerie. After some careful deliberation, she chooses soft cotton Eberjey loungewear. If she’s being kept prisoner in her bedroom, she might as well be comfortable! Next she selects an Alexander Wang shirt dress, a few Missoni maxi dresses, and a tailored Emilia Wickstead floor-length garment that Aleeza refers to as a gown.

After all selections are made, Aleeza thanks Talia for her time, smiles, and tells her she will make sure Talia has all the clothing she needs for the duration of her pregnancy.

“Ok then. I guess I’ll get dressed now,” Talia replies, reaching for a pair of cotton jersey pants.

“Don’t you dare, girl!” Sebastian’s back and he’s pushing another cart through the door. A massage table and three people in black t-shirts and aprons have somehow appeared while Talia was absorbed in the clothes. Sebastian introduces them as her health and beauty team before Talia’s robe is gently removed and she’s guided carefully onto the table beneath a cool sheet. With some assistance, she rolls to one side while a woman massages her back and legs.

“I am the osteopath. Please let me know if you’re experiencing any specific pain. Carrying twins can be very hard on the body, and we want you to be as comfortable as possible,” she says.

“Thank you,” Talia replies, sighing loudly as the woman’s adept hands release all the tension that had been gathering around her hips. The masseuse rolls her to her other side, completes the massage, then assists Talia to a nearby reclining chair where the two other women give her a luxury mani-pedi, complete with a hot-paraffin treatment, and an amazing finger and toe massage. While the polish dries, Sebastian wheels up a professional looking metal suitcase, and takes a seat in front of her.

“Hmmm,” he says, tilting his head as he inspects her skin and hair. “D’accord.”

He opens the top layer of his case, and unfolds shelf upon shelf of foundations, eye shadows, lipsticks, brushes, sponges, mascaras, and things Talia doesn’t even recognize.

She gives a small squeak. Talia has never been the type to wear much make-up, and she’s definitely never seen this many cosmetics outside Sephora.

“Not big on the maquillage, are you?”

“No, not really. I hardly wear anything back home,” she responds. “Just stuff for my eyes, and a nude lip gloss.”

“Don’t you worry, my dear. I’ll give you a natural look.” Sebastian squeezes her shoulder reassuringly.

Ten minutes of foundation application, bronzers, and concealers is way more effort than what Talia’s used to. But when she sees her reflection in the silver hand mirror Sebastian holds up when he’s done, she’s truly amazed.

“Whoa! You have to show me how to do this on my own,” she says, touching a flawless looking cheek. No matter how hard she looks, she can barely see any evidence of the makeup at all. She looks ten times better, but still very natural.

“I told you so,” he smiles. “And now, what are we wearing today?”

“Well, maybe these sweats?” Talia says, shrugging.

“No, no, no! You simply cannot put all of this,” he flaps his hands at her newly scrubbed, buffed, varnished, and made up self, “Into something as dull as loungewear! What will the prince say if he sees you in…” he actually shudders, “jersey?”

“Uh, I don’t really care since he’s the reason I’m a prisoner here,” she answers slowly.

Only to be met with that kicked dog look from the people who just spent hours getting her ready.

“Okay, okay, fine!” she acquiesces begrudgingly.

“Oh thank you, darling!” Sebastian says, fussing over to the rack of clothes Talia has selected.

Talia can’t help but suppress a small smile. Yes, she is absolutely furious to be trapped here. She’s powerless, pregnant, and being deprived of her rights in a foreign country. Worst still, no one—her friends, her family—knows she’s here. But this morning…the food, the bath, the massages, the beautiful clothes…and the people she’s met, well, she has to admit this is way better than dealing with repeated kicks to the back of an economy seat on a long, cramped flight home.

After applying eye make-up and a subtle lip shade, Sebastian works luscious smelling product into her hair, transforming her shoulder length curls into long, smooth locks. He trims her split ends, and twists her hair into a low, wide bun at the nape of her neck. Talia’s hair is pulled tight, and he carves her bangs into a soft curve, with a few strands hanging down.

“Aleeza, the Missoni!” Sebastian reaches out and snaps his fingers. A moment later, Talia’s standing behind a dressing screen where a gorgeous set of Cosa & Bella maternity lingerie waits on an upholstered chair. Hanging over the edge of the screen is a sleeveless, multicolored Missoni empire-waist dress. Not formal attire, but the kind of dressy casual she could never afford on her law student budget. Aleeza drops the Missoni over Talia’s head and torso, and the silky fabric slides down over her chest and hips, finally falling in graceful folds near her feet. Talia feels the bodice hug her curves, and can see how the skirt drapes beautifully over her baby bump.

“Show us, please, Madame,” Sebastian says.

Talia steps out from behind her shelter, lips pressed together.

“Mon dieu, c’est magnifique!” the stylist says, and Aleeza clasps her hands together in obvious agreement.

“I know, right!” Talia replies, unable to contain herself. She turns before the gilded standing mirror to admire herself from all sides, before facing Sebastian again.

“Now, all that remains are the shoes. We could only find, euh…these in your luggage.” The little man holds up her admittedly battered pair of flip flops, the ones she wore daily on Terre d’Or. The treads are rubbed smooth, and there are deep imprints where the balls of her feet have scooped craters into the soles.

Sebastian flings them into a corner, like they’re part of a dead animal he came across unexpectedly.

“Hey!” Talia says, offended on behalf of the sandals that served her so loyally during her stay.

Tutting, the stylist leads her to the sofa. “Really, my girl, we’ve had to work very, very hard to arrange all of this so quickly. Your clothes were gathered by our personal shoppers in Paris, and hand delivered on an overnight flight. And I had to call my beauty team back from other jobs. Du coup, we only have ten pairs of shoes to choose from! I hope we can find something that works.”

Well, when you put it that way…

Manolo Blahnik, Prada, LK Bennet—Talia tries them all, and decides, for today, on a pair of suede Miu Miu mid-heel loafers.

Sebastian, Nelly, and Aleeza stand before her with wide smiles.

“C’est parfait!”

Talia smiles back, feeling like…well, a princess.

But then Pascal rushes to her side and takes her by the arm. “Please,” he says softly, gesturing towards the open door and the hallway beyond. “His Royal Highness wishes to meet with you.”

And just like that, her very own preparing-for-the-prom montage from an 80s teen movie comes to a screeching halt. She remembers she’s being held prisoner here by an incredibly spoiled and ridiculously entitled asshole.

Talia’s shoulders stiffen. “And if I don’t wish to meet with him?” she asks.

Pascal doesn’t even acknowledge her question. Instead he says, “Right this way, Madame Jeffries,” with a gentle tug on her arm.

“Please, call me Talia,” she grumbles.

But not wanting to cause a scene, she follows him without protest. Yeah, no question about it, Aldrich has ultimate power over everyone who lives and works here. And they are all expected to play by his rules.

Including her.







***











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Talia and Pascal walk down several long hallways, their footsteps and those of the guards behind them muted by thick, plush carpets. Every few yards, she peeks out floor-to-ceiling windows to the gardens beyond. There are acacias, exotic palms, and…is that an aviary?

They descend a wide, central staircase. Talia runs a hand down the polished oak banister and admires the sparkling crystal chandelier majestically occupying the space above the massive foyer. The walls are adorned with truly enormous canvases depicting past kings and queens and their families.

Pascal leads her down yet another long hallway, this one covered in black-and-white geometric patterns, and finally they stop in front of a door. Pascal knocks three times.

“Entrez.”

Talia steels her nerves. This is it. Now’s her chance to fight her way out of this place. Regardless of the makeover and delicious breakfast, she is prepared to do whatever it takes to gain her freedom. Pascal opens the door, and Talia marches through—only to stop short when she takes in the scene in front of her.

The prince is at his desk—a large, wooden piece with curved legs. It’s covered with massive piles of paperwork. Al’s staring at six documents laid out before him like they’re the missing pieces to a thousand-piece puzzle he’s been working on. He looks like he’s posing for a stock photo titled “hot redhead in a suit; completely overwhelmed.”

“Highness,” Pascal says, clearing his throat.

“Yes, what? Is she finally ready?” Aldrich asks in a cranky voice, not looking up.

“Sir.” Pascal clears his throat a second time.

Aldrich glances up at Pascal, then finally raises his eyes past the man to where Talia stands near the door.

“Oh. Oh!” Al’s expression goes from frustrated to pleasantly surprised in an instant. “Hello,” he says to her, a smile lifting his lips as he rises to stand.

Talia opens her mouth, but the angry speech that’s been spinning in her head ever since yesterday suddenly gets stuck somewhere in her throat.

“Hi,” she says, instead. She nods at the mountain of paperwork. “What’s all that?”

“Sit, please.” He extends a hand towards one of two ornate, low-backed upholstered armchairs in front of his desk.

He then nods to Pascal, and the bodyguard silently slips away.

And once again, she’s alone with the prince. The prince! Three months have passed and she’s still having trouble reconciling the man who helped her clean up Old Vick with the handsome monarch behind the desk. He sports a crisp white dress shirt with rolled up sleeves tucked loosely into a pair of trim beige linen pants. A lock of his burnished copper hair falls across his forehead when his gaze meets hers. Talia blinks hard to rid herself of the shyness bubbles that suddenly rise up in her stomach. But she’s having a tough time ignoring how hot he looks in “busy ruler of a foreign nation” mode.

“Talia, custom dictates that I cannot take my seat until you do,” he says, once more indicating the chair.

She hesitates. Talia came here to fight for the right to leave, and she wants to stand when she presents her case. That’s one of the first things you learn in law school. But she is pretty sure he won’t continue the conversation if she doesn’t take the seat he’s offering. So with some reluctance, she gingerly perches on the edge of the seat cushion. It’s exactly the way her mother sometimes sits, as if she’s preparing to spring up from her chair at any second.

But that’s good enough for Al. He takes his seat behind the desk. “Did you sleep well?” he asks politely as he moves a few of his paper mountains so they can see one another across the wide expanse of desk.

Talia bites her lip. Small talk wasn’t on her agenda, but she’s still very curious about all the paperwork. “Yes. So…what’s all this?” she asks again.

Al raises his hands, then drops them on the desktop. “As you know, my father was very ill for a long time before he died. During his illness, some administrative things started…slipping. I’ve been trying to catch up, but…it is not going very well.”

“Huh. So instead of cleaning Old Vick with me, you should have been here, pushing papers?” Talia asks.

“Believe me, Talia…I’d rather be cleaning Vieux Victoire. This is…” He searches for the word, his English obviously overtaxed.

“Overwhelming?” she supplies.

“Oui. That is the word, exactly,” he replies with a grateful nod. “Not only must I catch up on all of this, I must also figure out how to win the hearts and minds of the people who were loyal to my father and still see me as an inept child. The “boy king” as your grand-père called me. Or worse…the “bad boy prince.” Before my coronation, I must convince them I am more than that.”

“I get it. You need a complete rebranding,” Talia says, immediately understanding. “And you need to tackle all this paperwork.”

Another weary nod from Al. “Again, the perfect description. Thank you, Talia.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a lot of work in front of you—literally and figuratively.”

“Oui. The question before me now is how do I change my reputation? How do I win the trust I need to move forward in my new role? I went to l’Ecole d’Economie de Paris to learn to work with numbers, not with people. I can make magic in a board meeting. Orchestrate a merger, predict a new tech boom, identify an untapped market. But people? Everyday people whose lives are more than numbers and decimal points? I’m not a normal person. How in the world can I win them over? And if I don’t, how will I be able to lead them?”

He shakes his head. “I know how to be a prince, and I think you’ll agree I was a bit too skilled at playing the bad boy. But I’m afraid I haven’t quite figured out how to be a king.”

Talia tilts her head to one side, pondering. “Well, seems to me this is the kind of thing you learn over time,” she answers. “So maybe don’t be so hard on yourself. Once you decide to face it and start doing something about it—get some experience—you’ll feel much better. I mean, do you really think your father knew exactly what he was doing when he became king?”

“My father?” Al raises his eyebrows with a quiet huff. “Oui, actually I do. I am almost certain he was born wearing a tiny crown, with a tiny scepter gripped between his little baby fingers.”

Talia laughs, but then Al’s face becomes somber. “Talia, what if I can’t figure it out? What if I am not a good king? The pressure, c’est enorme! If I fuck this up, it will quite literally go down in history.”

“Yeah, but…” She gives him an encouraging smile. “If you succeed, it’ll also go down in history.”

Their eyes meet. And for a moment—just a moment—her heart speeds up. Al’s possibly bright future as the king of Victoire temporarily overshadowing his reputation as the bad boy prince.

“Talia…” He leans forward, folding his hands on top of his desk. “Will you—could you help me?”

An expression of mild alarm drops over her face. “Help you? With what?” She honestly hasn’t the first clue how to help him, or what he needs help with.

“With all of this,” he says, indicating the scattered piles of paperwork.

“But Al, how could I possibly help you?” she asks. Talia waves her own hand at the paperwork. “I have no experience with any of—whatever this is.”

“Nor did you know how to clean a castle before we met. But together, we figured it out. Perhaps we could YouTube it? After all, we do have internet here.”

She can’t help but laugh, remembering all the times she grumbled to him that everything from polishing the silver to dusting a chandelier would be so much easier if they had access to YouTube.

But then that line of thinking reminds her of why she came here in the first place. What she’d planned to do when she marched into his office. “Look, Al. I mean, Your Highness. I’m not supposed to be here,” she reminds him. “I have a life back home, in the States. You kidnapped me, and now you’re asking me to help you?”

He shakes his head from side to side. “You call it kidnapping. I would call it a preventative measure designed to ensure the future of the royal family. A kingly act, you might say.”

“Al, you need to let me go home,” Talia insists, refusing to let him distract her. “I need to get back to law school!”

“The law school you told me you hated?” he asks, arching one russet eyebrow.

She ignores him. “In order to get the degree that will provide me with a solid living once I have two more mouths to feed.”

“Talia, you know I would not—” he starts, his face going stormy.

But then he resets. Schools his expression back into something more neutral, before saying in a perfectly reasonable voice. “Four weeks. Bernard tells me you have four weeks until the winter semester starts at Columbia. So, four weeks is all I ask of you. Help me go through all this paperwork, and prepare for the coronation. Then I will gladly discuss your custody terms. Oh, and you can rest assured I will provide a stipend for all your work here.”

The prince takes a sheet of paper off one of the stacks and writes a number on the back. “Will this be sufficient?”

She blinks at the five-figure number on the sheet in front of her. “Um…seriously? That much? Just to help you sort through paperwork and prepare for your big day?”

“Yes, Talia. Seriously. I believe you could be a huge help to me, and I would compensate you accordingly.”

For the first time since she lowered herself into the chair, she sinks all the way back into the cushion.

Four more weeks. And she’ll receive more than enough money to ensure she doesn’t have to rush out and find work right after graduation.

Not to mention…

Talia runs her eyes over the mess of official looking papers on his desk. The sight of it makes her fingers itch. A weird thrill runs through her at the thought of reaching out, sorting through them, organizing them into specific piles. Putting them in file folders. Making plans of action.

This urge to bring order to chaos is precisely why she was often chosen to lead the study groups at Columbia. Talia might not be the world’s best law student, but she loved studying and organizing herself and others for the next big test or mock trial. It’s been so long since she’s used her brain in that way. And she finds out in this totally weird way that she really misses it.

“Ok, Al. Walk me through all this.” She stands, hands on hips, and surveys the pile of papers, mistress of her domain.




*




He has her! Hourra!

Aldrich cheers on the inside, even as he frowns at the stack. “Well, this is a disorganized pile of approximately one hundred things I must sign off,” he says.

“What’s holding you back?” she asks, shifting a few pages to get a better look.

The fact that he’d asked Bernard to pretend he was in charge of all the work he typically delegated to his private secretary.

Aloud he says, “I don’t know where to start.”

Talia sits back down and pulls her chair closer to the desk.

“Let’s tackle this law school style. What’s your most pressing deadline?”

“Philanthropy.” Aldrich jabs his index fingers at a thick blue folder. “Whenever there’s a new sovereign, the royal family gives a grant to a local charity or non-profit organization. It’s a tradition dating back to the late 1800s. My father, for example, gave the King’s Gift to the National History Museum, which is why Victoire now has the best coelacanth exhibit in the world, an impressive archeology display, and a living aquarium so visitors can see the ancient fish that were once presumed extinct.”

“Sounds really cool,” Talia says, taking the folder.

Oui, he definitely has her. Al privately pats himself on the back and makes a mental note to praise Bernard when he sees him next. He’d helped the prince decide which project would be the best one to hook Talia’s interest. Philanthropy was obviously the right choice.

However, he once again manages to act like he isn’t humming “La Marseillaise” in his head, as he says rather mournfully, “I really should have started sooner. Usually it takes months to vet all the candidates, make a short list, draft the financial implications of the gift on the country’s many sectors and, most importantly, find out if the potential recipients are even able to handle a large endowment. They need to have a solid infrastructure and show long-term sustainability. Not all non-profits are that well-organized.” He pauses for a moment to rub the bridge of his nose and shakes his head. “I really should have hired staff to deal with this, and now I’m not sure I can. If the press found out how far behind I am, it could get…messy. So now I must figure it out…with your help. I’m really not sure how we’re going to do it.”

Talia opens the blue folder which contains ten bound information packets about potential grant recipients. “Hmmm. First we’ll need to go through each of these and pare them down until you have a manageable short list.”

She looks up from the folder and glances at the rest of his desk, still covered in papers.

“The King’s Gift is our first priority. We need to make space,” she says, nodding at the clutter. When Aldrich doesn’t react fast enough, she starts zipping around his desk, stacking documents, and collating them as best she can horizontally and vertically into a pile in the corner of the desk.

Soon she’s standing beside him, and Aldrich watches her spread out the ten information packets on the newly cleared space in front of him.

Talia looks fantastic in a high-waisted dress, and she smells even better. Like the vanilla orchids in the fields by her Papy’s house.

“Please, take my chair,” he says, rising to a stand.

“No, I’m fine like this,” she says.

“I insist,” he answers.

She sighs but takes the chair saying, “We’re going to be here a while. You should pull another chair over here next to me so you can sit, too.”

“Oh, I am ok to stand. Merci, quand meme.”

Also, remaining at eye level with her newly large breasts is not a great idea. Especially if he wants her to believe he truly needs her help.

But then she replies, “I insist,” with a teasing smile.

And the smile makes it hard to deny her. He pulls up a chair beside her, and does his best to keep his eyes on the packets.

“Okay, to start with, I’m guessing you can cut at least two candidates from the list right off the bat. Let’s read the summary pages from each packet, and then start narrowing down the options. Our goal is to get the list down to eight charities by this afternoon. Sound good?”

Talia looks over at him when he doesn’t respond, and finds him watching her, amused.

“What?” she asks, with a confused shake of her head.

“Palace life…it looks good on you. Beautiful, in fact,” he answers, too enchanted to be anything but honest about why he’s looking at her instead of the packets.

Talia stiffens. “Uh, anyway, why don’t I read these five, and you read those,” she points to a small stack in front of him, “and then we’ll switch,” she says, looking away. But she doesn’t sound annoyed. More discomfited, like the way she was when he came on too strong at Vieux Victoire.

She’s all business after that, but he doesn’t mind. He’s pleased with the familiar dynamic that’s sprung up between them again.

Mother was right. Talia likes helping others, so if he wants her to give him another chance, he’s going to have to convince her he’s in need of her help, even if it means taking on Bernard’s duties.

It’s worth it, he decides, as they start reading over the summaries. Not apart as they’ve been for the last three miserable months. But together.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




For the first time in, well, forever…Aldrich feels as if his life is going exactly to a plan he likes. His own.

Working closely with Talia during the last four weeks, and spending afternoons together pouring over charities in his office, has more than accomplished what sincere apologies and the gift of her own staff hadn’t. The former tension and anger between them has all but disappeared. They are laughing again, telling each other stories, and working together in a way that feels completely genuine…even though he more or less orchestrated the whole thing with the help of Bernard.

Before Talia’s arrival, Al had no problem delegating non-business projects—what he referred to as “people work”—to Bernard. But now he finds himself thoroughly enjoying the people work, so much so he dedicates at least half of each day to it. And the time spent with Talia is even better than what they’d had at Vieux Victoire. Not only because he doesn’t have to clean anything, but also because the job he manipulated Talia into taking is bringing out the best in her.

She shows up promptly every day right after lunch, looking plump and beautiful and always cheerful in spite of her situation. Her skilled observations and advice has helped him get through the piles of paperwork formerly assigned to Bernard. Over the last few weeks, they’ve nailed down the King’s Gift project, resolved a few domestic issues, made necessary staffing changes—including some well-deserved promotions—and even helped plan the coronation ball. Of course, Talia has no clue about the amount of behind-the-scenes preparation Al did with Bernard and other members of his staff to get up to speed on each of these projects. But it was all worth it.

If Talia had any experience with the inner workings of a royal household, she would have almost certainly realized Al’s sudden interest in working with the staff was part of a bigger ploy to spend more time with her and convince her that his former “bad boy prince” persona was no more.

But Talia loves to help. So as a result, she’s never once questioned that he might not feel the same way she does when it comes to helping others. And despite her lack of experience, she’s proven herself to be more than capable of tackling the job he’s assigned her.

As for Aldrich…well, not only does he not mind doing the people work as much he thought he would, he finds himself enjoying it far more than he ever thought possible.

In all honesty, the only thing that’s been at all difficult about spending so much time with Talia is keeping his hands off her.

Merde, but it’s been hard.

All those hours spent together. Being charming but not flirtatious. Pretending to be fine with a platonic working relationship, all while entertaining visions of sweeping the piles of paperwork off his desk and taking her right there.

Sitting beside her is the worst. He can feel the heat radiating off of her skin, even more so now that she’s running warm all the time thanks to the growing babies. Al never imagined a pregnant woman could be so attractive, but…putain! Some nights, it takes him hours to fall asleep because his voyeuristic brain won’t stop lingering over every moment they’ve shared that day: her hand brushing his, their thighs barely touching while they sit side-by-side on his office sofa, the sound of her laugh… Yes, he has it bad. Very bad.

To make it worse, in the past few weeks Al has come to know what he only dared suspect: Talia has the poise, heart, and dedication of a queen. Far more so than Philomena, truth be told. Even though she’d been training for that role from birth.

Philomena is a perfectly lovely young woman. But unlike Talia, she’s never had to work a day in her life. And he is certain she would not have had the stamina to handle the huge number of tasks he’s thrown Talia’s way. Aldrich thinks it’s a safe bet Philomena would have doubled their personal staff and farmed out as many of her duties as possible. Which, to be honest, he’d been doing himself for years before Talia showed up on the scene. But he now sees that was the wrong approach.

Talia has an instinct for ruling. Her caring and thoughtful approach to the King’s Gift project is exactly what is needed to make the best choice. And she truly cares about the palace staff, going out of her way to make sure his employees have exactly what they need, even if they don’t yet know they need it.

A few weeks ago, she joined forces with the official palace photographer and Bernard to create a protocol for staff birthdays.

As she later explained to Al, “Everyone needs to feel appreciated, especially by the guy who signs their paychecks.”

(Technically speaking, Al does not sign staff paychecks, but he didn’t want to interrupt so he let it slide).

“One way to accomplish this is by having you personally wish every staff member a happy birthday.”

Talia then explained how she’d built a spreadsheet to track staff birthdays so it would be easier for him to give each employee, from Bernard to the guy who washes dishes in the royal kitchens, a thoughtful token gift on their special day. She also asked the palace IT guy to program Aldrich’s smart phone to remind him of upcoming birthdays.

“He set it up so you get a reminder the day before, and the day of. You can call the greeting in by phone if you’re travelling, or if the person isn’t at work that day,” she explains. “But I think you really should try to deliver the message in person when possible.”

But a gentle suggestion from Talia might as well be a command as far as Aldrich’s heart is concerned. Yet that only partially explains why Al is currently dashing like a madman through the palace’s moonlit gardens.

He spent most of the day attending an inauguration ceremony for a newly opened university on the windward side of the island. As a result, he missed his regular afternoon meeting with Talia. He also missed the reminder on his phone announcing today is Pascal’s birthday. And according to the head of security, Pascal is somewhere in the vicinity of the private lagoon. He could just as easily call the man to wish him many happy returns. But if he can speak to him in person, he has a very good chance of not only granting Talia’s wish, but also having her see him do it. Because wherever she is, Pascal is rarely far behind.

“Your Highness,” a familiar voice calls behind him. Aldrich glances over a shoulder to see Matthis and his other guard, Tyson, power walking behind him. “If you are worried you will miss him, allow me to call ahead and make sure he stays put until you arrive.”

Aldrich ignores his guard and picks up his pace to a rapid jog. Matthis and Tyson, not ones to be left behind, lengthen their strides to keep up with the prince. Soon, the three men are all but flat out sprinting down the dimly lit trail, until they turn a corner and run right onto the lagoon’s main path. Only then does Al abruptly stop, causing poor Matthis and Tyson to nearly crash into his back.

But Aldrich doesn’t have time to apologize to his guards…he’s on a mission. He smooths down his hair, adjusts his shirt sleeves, and tosses his linen jacket casually over one shoulder. And with that, he is the epitome of casual, princely elegance as he approaches the hidden oasis of tropical flora and natural stone his mother commissioned as a young queen.

It has been said that neither Aldrich’s mother, nor his uncle, the Duke of Diamant, were ever fond of Châteauneuf Victoire. They claimed that in spite of its name, the castle was far too old fashioned, especially compared to the duke’s residence on Diamant: a decadent, modern mansion designed by a forward thinking Scottish architect in the 1970s. Yasmin might not have been able to change all of Châteauneuf Victoire, but she could definitely add on to it. Which is why she hired the same Scottish architect to design the saltwater lagoon.

It’s a lovely spot. But what makes it a popular location is the built-in wet bar. In fact, it’s because of the bar that the lagoon is regularly frequented by high-ranking staff at the end of the work day. And Al is fairly certain he will find Pascal there, having a birthday drink or two with Talia and a few of the other staff members.

However, when he reaches the entrance—a stone archway wrapped in climbing orchids—he’s very surprised to find Pascal standing at the gate.

“Bonsoir, Your Highness,” Pascal says, looking down.

“Oh! Hello, Pascal. I’ve come to wish you a happy birthday…” Aldrich announces, making his best effort to sound like a “king of the people.”

He ignores the temptation to look for Talia, and instead leans in to give Pascal a celebratory double-cheek kiss. Then they pose together for Matthis who takes the official birthday photo.

“Very nice, sir,” Matthis murmurs, pocketing his cellphone. He’ll email the photo to the palace photographer who will run it through Photoshop before having it framed and sent to Talia’s bodyguard as a keepsake.

However, as soon as Matthis has explained the process to Pascal, instead of taking his leave, Aldrich gives Pascal a quizzical look and says, “I thought you’d be having a birthday drink at the bar.”

“Oh, no, Sir. I don’t drink.”

Ah. “Then if you don’t mind my asking…why are you here?” he asks. “It’s your birthday, isn’t it? Shouldn’t you be…oh, celebrating?”

“Thank you, Sir. But I’m not one for birthdays. In fact, I’ve already had this discussion with Madame Talia. Tonight, I prefer to remain on duty rather than allow the night guard to take this particular assignment.” Pascal tips his chin toward the lagoon.

And that’s when Aldrich realizes, with a thrill of excitement, that Pascal isn’t simply loitering by the lagoon entrance. He’s blocking it with his wide frame.

“You mean to say…Talia…she’s—” He tries to look discreetly over Pascal’s wide shoulder, but the big man tilts ever so slightly to block his view.

“Yes, Sir. She is having a swim.”

“I see.” Aldrich can barely contain his eagerness. “That sounds like a fantastic idea! I think I shall join her.” He makes a movement towards the arched entrance only to be blocked again by Pascal.

Al frowns at the guard. “I admire your loyalty, man. But please step aside.”

In what Al can only assume to be a sign of devoted loyalty to his mistress, Pascal doesn’t budge. “Sir, Madame Talia is shy about being seen in a bathing suit,” his face is set in a stubborn expression, “and she always makes me wait here for her when she’s in the water.”

The mere thought of Talia in a bathing suit makes Aldrich want to toss Pascal to the side of the path. But in the end, he opts for a more straightforward approach—he pulls rank.

“Pascal, I am prince regent and as such, your commander. Though you are assigned to guard Madame Jeffries, you ultimately serve me,” he reminds the reluctant guard. “I shall ask you one more time: step aside.”

A tense beat passes, then Pascal very reluctantly moves to the left, unblocking the door. “Of course, Sir,” he says in a rather begrudging tone.

“Very good.”

Aldrich makes a mental note to commend the young guard for his dedication to duty. Not many men would have refused the request of the prince. He steps through the portal into the floral scented air of the lagoon. “Pascal, please go and celebrate your birthday. Matthis will take over for now. Be assured you’ll still be compensated for your overtime service.”

The two guards exchange a glance and Pascal leaves, looking gloomier than someone who’s just been let off work early with pay. Matthis remains at the entrance while Tyson starts to follow him into the lagoon area.

However, Aldrich raises his hand to stop him. “Take over Pascal’s post with Matthis on the path, s’il vous plait.”

Tyson acquiesces with a nod, and Aldrich continues by himself, his stomach clenched with anticipation. Despite having seen countless beauties in their bikinis in this very lagoon, he feels like a schoolboy again. His heart thunders faster than it had when he was all but running here at the prospect of seeing the mother of his children having a celebratory drink with her guard.

When Aldrich gets to the edge of the lagoon, he spots Talia paddling on the far side, past a waterfall and under a wall of tropical plants. He can see her silhouette perfectly in the underwater pool lighting, and the surface sparkles a sexy blue in the night air. As she approaches, doing a lazy breast stroke, he discovers Pascal was mistaken.

His heart goes from thundering to full stop.

Talia wasn’t worried about being seen in her bathing suit. She wants to be alone because she’s swimming in the nude.

“What the…!?!”

Much splashing is accompanied by a furious, “What are you doing here?!” Talia comes to a stand in the shoulder deep water, looking around. “I thought Pascal was guarding the entrance.”

Aldrich has resisted his old ways for so long with her, but in this moment, there is no stopping the bad boy grin that spreads across his face, even as he reminds her in a level tone, “Remember, Talia, I am the prince regent. I can go wherever I wish. Do whatever I wish…”

And with that, he begins to unbutton his shirt.

“What are you doing?” she demands.

“I’m coming in,” Aldrich says, stepping out of his pants and leaving his clothes in a heap. Then comes the last piece of clothing…

“Ah, I really do prefer to swim alone,” Talia says, quickly averting her eyes as she backs up into deeper waters.

“Talia,” he answers, his voice filled with teasing admonishment. “Did you not hear the part about me being the prince?” He struts across the marble towards the deep end of the lagoon, not the least bit concerned by his own nakedness. “And doing whatever I wish?”

“Yes, but—”

Aldrich ends the conversation with a La Royale-worthy naked dive into the deep end of the lagoon. The water rushes against him as he glides deep and long before re-surfacing a few feet away from her.

She lets out a small squeak when he suddenly appears. He hadn’t meant to startle her.

“Relax, Talia,” he says, switching his tone from teasing to soothing. “Even though I am Prince Regent and can do as I wish, I will not do anything you do not wish.”

She crosses her arms over her now ample chest. “You say that, but I explicitly asked you not to come in here with me. And here you are!”

“Well, anything but that,” he concedes with a half-cocked smile.

But she doesn’t smile back. “You see, this is exactly why I can’t trust you.”

“Talia, it is only a swim. Come, relax with me, swim with me, be at peace.”

“I want to swim alone. I can’t be at peace with you.”

“Why not?” he asks, wanting to hear he affects her like she affects him. Even if only a little bit.

But instead of answering his question, she says, “You know, this is just like you, doing something dishonest, then acting like it’s no big deal because His Royal Highness doesn’t have to follow the rules like everyone else—”

Talia suddenly gasps, her words stopping abruptly as her hands drop to her abdomen.

“What is it? Are you hurt?” Aldrich splashes toward her, his hands outstretched in worry.

“No, no, I’m fine.” She squeezes his forearm. “It’s the babies. I think someone just kicked. Really kicked. Before it was just flutters…”

Talia gasps again. “Oh! There it is again. Here, feel.”

She guides his hand over her belly but, “I don’t feel anything,” he tells her.

“Try pressing down just a little.”

He does as she says, and his own breath catches when he feels tiny little movements like popping bubbles rippling across her belly.

“That’s them? That’s our babies?’ he asks. Talia nods.

He stands there, his hand cradling her belly, feeling for the first time the movements of his children. Not “the babies” or “the heirs,” but his own son and daughter. They’re real. Real people who are now large enough to make their presence known.

There next to Talia, he realizes their children, who they’ve yet to talk about in any but the vaguest terms, are real.

If Aldrich wasn’t already in the water, he would tell Talia it feels like floating. But he doesn’t have to describe it, because when he tears his eyes from her bare belly and looks into hers, he sees the same elation shining on her face.

A small laugh escapes him, and he leans in to hug her. She accepts, laughing. They are together, complicit and bonded till death by the two beings growing inside her. In one stormy night of wild abandon, they’d created something bigger than them both. Bigger than the future king.

Aldrich bends to nuzzle her neck, wanting to get as close as he can without crushing the little ones. His intention is simply to whisper how happy this moment has made him. To thank her for letting him feel the life she’s carrying inside her.

But then…

His lips drag along the skin beneath her ear, and without a second of hesitation, Talia turns her head, giving him access. Her breath is shaky. Like his.

But Aldrich can’t do this anymore. Can’t pretend they’re just friends, little more than colleagues.

His other hand goes up to her cheek, and he takes her mouth. Merci à Dieu, she opens up for him. With a sigh, she gives in to a kiss so hot, even though they’re standing in water, it feels like they’re burning.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN




Et merde! Forget the rebranding plan. Forget winning her over with good behavior. He must have her. Now, in this lagoon.

No more pulling away.

No more acting like it doesn’t drive him mad with desire every time she comes near him.

He kisses her deeper, longer…demanding more and more. And his heart shudders when she meets his demand, one small hand curving around his neck.

But Talia soon becomes distressed when she realizes that, thanks to her stomach, she can’t pull him in any closer. “Al…”

He turns her around. Makes sure she’s securely braced against the nearest lagoon wall before he gets in position behind her. Plastering himself to her back, letting her feel him, how much he wants her…

With a grateful groan, she twists her head to kiss him. Their tongues meet and dance, then she breaks off the kiss with another gasp when his hand reaches under her belly and between her legs. He digs into her neck with his mouth, sucking and nibbling, and his fingers explore. She’s warm and slick inside, and he throbs against her back, becoming harder with desire.

A second finger joins the first, and she moans, the sound more delicious than the five-course dinner he dined on earlier. He focuses his middle finger on her clit, while she arches her back to rub against him. Aldrich groans. Even the slightest touch from this woman drives him senseless.

Relishing the closeness, he caresses her belly with his free hand. And he loves the way she responds to his touch, reaching one arm over her head to grab the back of his neck as he hunches around her.

“Al, I—” she says, but her words are cut off when he drags his manhood across the bottom of her mons, rolling his pelvis as he draws himself back and forth between her legs.

Soon her breath shortens, and she says, “I’m so close.”

“Not yet,” Aldrich say, voice rough as he pulls back and takes himself in his hand, positioning his length against her entrance, before he…

They groan together when he pushes in on one deliberate stroke. Careful, because he doesn’t want to disturb the babies, but with enough force to leave no doubt in her mind about how she will be coming tonight.

He moves inside her, and is immediately grateful for the drag of the water, slowing him down so he doesn’t move too fast and come undone like a school boy after such a long wait. It feels more wonderful than he expected to be back in her. Warm and tight, with even more softness, thanks to her increased size.

Not to mention the unparalleled intimacy. After a lifetime of one-night stands preceded by Bernard-delivered NDAs, he now sees what all the girlfriend/boyfriend fuss was about.

There’s something wonderful about being back exactly where he wants to be with Talia. Taking her, claiming her as his, not caring who’s standing outside the lagoon, or who might see them from the chateau.

She’s his, and he tips her face towards him to once again claim her lips as he grinds into her from behind.

The water around them gently sloshes as he pumps into her, stoking his desire, increasing his need with every movement. He reaches around again to rub her clit, and her breathing quickens.

“Aldrich, Al—” she says against his lips. And arches more so she can deepen the kiss. Only to cry out when he pinches her nipple hard with a free hand.

“Al—oh my God, Al?”

“Go, let it go,” he whispers through clenched teeth.

She’s resisted him for so long, but she finally gives in to his royal command without any protest. Her low-pitched humming bursts into cries of pleasure. And with a course growl, he lets go of her clit to grab both breasts up in his hands. Holding her in place as the orgasm wracks through her body, and finally releasing into her clenching warmth.

They stand together for a long time after, breathing hard together, coming down. Until finally, he remembers himself. Her state.

Pulling out, he politely steps back to give her the space he’s been refusing her ever since he entered the lagoon.

After a pause, Talia takes him up on his invitation, pushing back into the water with a kick off the wall.

“Okay, I guess you can stay in the pool with me,” she tells him as she floats past.

He’s fairly certain Matthis and Tyson can hear his laugh all the way from their post. Maybe even a few of the servants at the palace, too.

But mon dieu…watching her float on her back. Breasts above the water line, belly full of his babies…

It feels like a miracle to be with her like this, and he remembers then what the royal physician said when she’d reported back to him after her first appointment with Talia.

“Fraternal twins…this is no surprise. The human body is still a mystery, and from as best I can tell, this might have been your semen’s equivalent of a last gasp. Giving you your best chance to produce an heir before the encroaching genetic disorder took it away.”

But right now, he wonders if it was something else. The unprecedented forgetting of condoms. He couldn’t help but wonder if his subconscious mind had known all along. What he wanted. Who he wanted.

He feels himself once again rise below the water line. The previous happy satisfaction of finally reclaiming her replaced by new need.

He has an idea.

“Hold on a moment,” he says, wading out of the water to walk to the little hut beside the darkened tiki bar. After a minute of searching, he returns with a large inflated pool raft. He floats it over to Talia, tapping the top of it twice.

“Allez, hop,” he says, and she understands.

Talia climbs slowly, if a bit awkwardly, onto the raft, and lies on her back. “This is nice, thank y—”

This time when he kisses her, she stays floating, and he has complete access to her beautiful body. His hands travel lightly to her breasts, pausing for a caress, tweaking her nipples until she moans in protest.

But then as it turns out, Talia has an idea, too…

Her hand travels around his waist, to the front of him where his hardness is returning at the mere sight of her. She grips him, raising her eyebrows. They’ve floated into shallower waters, and the water is now only as high as his thighs.

Talia rolls onto her side and brings him to her lips.

Oh, mon dieu.

Aldrich looks to the heavens as she envelops him in her mouth, sucking and swirling, causing near debilitating waves of pleasure to run through him. He touches her gorgeous body below him, her soft, dark skin, wet and supple. Then he reaches between her legs, and she lifts one knee, allowing him access.

Oui, it is as he thought earlier in the day. They make a good team. A very good team.

As Talia suckles his manhood, he caresses her, exploring every curve and fold between her legs until the air is filled with the scent of her arousal. She opens her mouth to moan, and he focuses three fingers on her clit, gentle but persistent. He circles and rolls, and Talia does the same with her tongue, until he gasps, unable to take any more.

“Stop,” he says, pulling away and shifting her around sideways on the pool raft. She lifts her knees and rests her feet on his shoulders as he positions himself.

No asking this time.

Holding the tops of her thighs, Aldrich watches the curves of her lower lips wrap around his long length as he plunges into her. She exhales hard and tips her head back. Floating in the water, she’s at the perfect height for him to take her again. With absolutely no resistance.

He grabs the edges of the pool raft and creates a recoil to his thrusts. This time he doesn’t kiss her, preferring instead to watch the way her breasts bounce off her belly as she slips into oblivion. Her dark curls drag in the warm lagoon water, her face is so calm, so free. As if she’s been waiting for this, too. The inflatable splashes, and their skin slaps together as he takes her a second relentless time in the lagoon.

Aldrich recognizes this mastery for what it is. A claiming. A giving. And though no words are exchanged between them, it feels like a thing agreed upon, when they both cry out, reaching their peak as one.
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CHAPTER TWENTY




Sex in a lagoon? Totally hot. Doing the walk of shame past Al’s personal guards?

Not so much.

“Matthis, Tyson,” Al says as they pass under the floral archway to leave the salt water lagoon. With the dignity of, well…a prince.

“Highness,” they answer in unison.

But Talia’s entire face goes hot, and she barely manages to return their bonsoir with a small one of her own, before wrapping both her hands around Al’s wrist and burying her face in his arm.

He stiffens, as if this is way more intimate than what they did at the lagoon. But then he relaxes, taking her hand in his as he leads her down a charming elevated trail on a wooden walkway adorned with old timey lanterns and hanging garlands. It winds through a flower garden, boasting magnificent specimens of Victoire’s famous orchids, many of which are only found on these islands.

“There is nothing to be embarrassed about. As I said…”

“I know, I know, you’re the soon-to-be-king. You can do whatever you want.”

“Oui,” he answers with a smug tone. “And so may you.”

If only that were true…

Talia cringes, thinking about the conversation they’ll be having Monday morning. After the coronation ball, when her four weeks are officially up.

They walk together in silence, and Talia admires the flowers. If only Papy could see this. He loves flowers, especially orchids, but he’s never had a flower garden of his own because he’s had to use every inch of his farmland for practical purposes. Maybe she’ll get him a plant, or have one sent to him before she leaves. She’ll have to ask Bernard to check the laws around agricultural gifts from island to island.

They stop at a bamboo railing at the end of the path. It looks out over a rocky beach, and the black sky is bright with stars. Their clasped hands hang between them.

Aldrich nods at the flowers. “We will use the same landscapers to decorate the resorts we plan to build on Terre d’Or.”

She tenses, releasing his hand. Because suddenly, this feels less like a walk, and more like a warning of things to come.

“We…” she says, not liking the taste of the word. “I’m familiar with the royal we, but I really don’t think it applies in this case.”

“They do wonderful work with native plants,” he continues, ignoring her. “In fact, the resort plans will put some of the world’s most beautiful gardens on our most precious islands.”

“Yes, they’ll be full of pretty things…” Talia says, caressing the underside of a lily that reaches out to her. “Which the locals won’t be able to see very often, since they’ll be inside working most of the day.”

“I’ve been studying the situation on Terre d’Or. Most of the farmers are either itinerant or struggling. They work very hard for very little in return. Even if the government let them keep their farmland, nearly everyone on the island would continue to live an impoverished life.”

Talia thinks of her meager suppers with Papy. The tin house he lives in, with no indoor plumbing and faulty electricity.

“It is true the older farmers might be forced to do unskilled, poorly paid jobs in the resort complexes,” Al continues. “But building a tourism industry on the island will make it possible for the younger people to thrive, and the census indicates there are a lot of young people.”

“Of course. It’s a farming community, after all,” Talia says automatically.

“Bon. I just want you to know I’ve thought long and hard about the royal construction plan. It is not only for profit. It is for the people, too. And I hope I can help your grandfather come to understand that.”

But Talia gets the feeling this conversation is less about her grandfather, and more about her. It’s Al’s attempt to make her understand his plans for Terre d’Or will continue no matter what.

“I see,” she says. “I don’t expect what happened in the lagoon just now to change your mind about anything regarding Terre d’Or. But I also hope you know I’m on the side of the islanders with this. I’ll continue helping them as best I can, even if I know they can’t win against you.”

He gives her a quizzical look. “Non, Talia. That is not how I want this to go between us. What I am trying to say is—”

“Highness, Highness, there you are!” Bernard calls out, splitting the lush night with his urgent call.

And though still unsettled by their conversation, Talia schools her expression back to a smile to greet Al’s private secretary. “Hey, Bernard!” she says cheerily. “Are you excited for the coronation ball? I can’t believe it’s tomorrow!”

“Nor I,” Bernard answers testily. “There is still so much to do. And Sir, we must rehearse your King’s Gift speech with the band.”

She’s seen Al bat Bernard’s often overly sincere listing of duties off with little more than a wave, but this time he nods gravely. “I understand. Talia, I’ve been meaning to ask…” He touches her arm. “You did so much of the work on this. Would you honor me by coming up on stage when I announce the recipient?”

“Sure,” she says, remembering when she first agreed to help him, and how they started narrowing down the candidates right then and there. Which leads her to recall their original deal. “We’ll celebrate the coronation, and then on Monday we can discuss my return home. Like you promised.”

Aldrich’s eyes dim, but his smile doesn’t falter. “Of course. You have helped me tremendously, and I will uphold my side of the bargain. And with that, I shall bid you, bonne nuit.”

He kisses her on the cheek and accompanies Bernard back to the palace. Not in the direction of his chambers, but towards the main staircase.

And Talia feels certain there must have been an exchange of information between the two men, because while Matthis follows him, Tyson stays behind with her as Talia watches him go.

As if to make sure she doesn’t follow.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“Incroyable, vraiment vous êtes incroyable,” Sebastian says, looking down at Talia. “If I hadn’t done it myself, I wouldn’t believe how amazing you look.”

“Thanks.” Talia says with a laughing roll of her eyes.

“Non, mais, you’re ravishing,” he insists. “And we haven’t even put the dress on yet.”

He presses his fingers together under his chin.

Talia tries to smile. It’s true that after three hours with Sebastian, Aleeza, and the Beauty Brigade, Talia looks closer to a princess than the freshly imprisoned grad student she was when they first met.

He’s worked a regal braided bun atop her head, her makeup is on point, and the body scrub and polish they did on her décolleté and upper back makes her skin glow like the harvest moon. They have worked wonders. And it feels like the reveal of one last present when Nelly, Aleeza, and Sebastian unwrap a green gown and present it to her.

The gown was custom made by an island designer, Sebastian explains. The style is wholly Victoire: a cultural blend of the African, Polynesian, and European settlers who colonized the island over the centuries.

The gown is sleeveless, with dropped shoulders and a bustier that perfectly cradles her swelling breasts. Aleeza tugs and pulls at the bodice, fitting every seam into place, while Sebastian steps behind her to do up the buttons. The waistline nestles between her bulging belly and bosom, and the skirt is so full that when looking at herself straight on in the mirror, she can hardly see the bump. Is this intentional? But why would they want to hide her pregnancy?

Talia shakes the thought away. It doesn’t matter either way. She’ll be leaving soon. And besides…

The gown is gorgeous! She moves from side to side, unable to believe she gets to wear something so elegant tonight. Talia sighs at herself in the mirror. It’s perfect.

Then Sebastian drapes a jeweled necklace around her neck.

“Gems from Diamant,” he says, clasping the chain at her nape. Talia’s fingers go to the large pendant at the middle, an emerald surrounded by small diamonds. “Queen Yasmin wore it to Georges-Luc’s coronation ball fifty years ago. It is tradition.”

“It’s…beautiful,” Talia says. “But I can’t wear Queen Yasmin’s jewel—

“Non, non, non,” Sebastian says, cutting off her protest. “The queen, she insists upon this. And you do not want to insult her—not good for your future, girl.”

“I suppose…” she says, thinking of the many mid-morning teas she’s had with Queen Yasmin. She couldn’t see herself at tea tomorrow morning, having to explain why she turned down the generous loan of Her Majesty’s necklace. “I’ll be sure thank her for this kind gesture.”

“Time to go,” Nelly calls from the doorway with a clap, as if they’re on a schedule Talia’s not privy to.

When she steps out of her suite, leaving her admiring beauty team behind, Talia finds out the reason for her maid’s urgency.

It’s not Pascal waiting for her in the hallway, but Prince Aldrich. And he looks…well, beyond handsome in an elegant 19th-century naval uniform: a double-breasted navy blue tail coat with epaulets, and bands of gold embroidery tracing the high neck and following the line of the brass buttons. The front closures stop at his waist, and slope down to the tails, revealing form fitting white pants and knee-high leather boots.

Talia stops in her tracks, stunned by how princely he looks.

“Oh good, you’re ready,” Aldrich says, glancing up from his speech cards. He looks again, and takes a step back. “You are…beautiful.”

Her heart flutters beneath the diamond and emerald necklace.

“Thank you,” Talia says, dropping her chin. “You look amazing as well. What…is…?”

“Right, we haven’t had much time to talk about the clothes. In Victoire, it is customary for the king and prince to wear full dress French naval uniforms to all formal events once our service has been completed.”

“Well, it’s very…” she raises her eyebrows, truly impressed. Whoa…who knew how good looking a dress uniform would make him? “It’s very distinguished. Ah, shouldn’t you be down at the ball?”

“I wanted to go over my speech one last time,” he answers with a sheepish grin. “Also I hoped we could walk down together.”

“Walk down together,” she repeats. “But, um, isn’t the press down there?”

She thinks of the million plus times Bernard has all but begged her to sign an NDA and continues, “Are you sure you want to be seen walking in with me?”

“Oui,” he answers with no doubt in his voice whatsoever. “I am.”

He then offers his arm, as if the matter has been decided.

When she hesitates, he says, “Talia, I did not think I would need to beg you to walk with me to my own ball. Je t’en prie.”

“Okay, if you’re sure…” Talia hesitantly wraps her hand around his arm with a nod—only to jump a little when she hears a collective sigh behind her. She looks over her shoulder to see her beauty brigade waving at her like maniacs as she walks down the hallway on Aldrich’s arm.

Funny, other than that one time last night, she’s never walked anywhere beside him. And that was more like a walk of shame back to the castle. This, however, is much, much different.

As they stroll together towards the grand staircase, the castle staff members stop and stand at attention. A few guests have wandered upstairs to mill about on the balconies. They bow or curtsy as the beautiful couple pass, murmuring soft compliments in their wake.

“Magnifique.”

At the bottom of the stairs, a heraldry of horns announces their arrival. They are introduced to the guests in impressive, formal French that Talia only half understands.

Then the music starts, and Aldrich suddenly whisks her onto the dance floor.

One hand in the air, he leads her in a medium-tempo waltz, played by a live string quartet seated at the edge of the dance floor. Talia glides into the rhythm of the dance, trusting her body to trust his, and she somehow doesn’t miss a step.

Who’d have thought she could be so graceful when she’s so very pregnant? All eyes on them, Talia and Aldrich twirl and slide around the dance floor, alone under a soft spotlight until they finish the dance with a gentle dip.

Aldrich grins, bringing his face in awfully close to hers, before straightening up again. Talia remains in his arms, her hands on his chest as the royal guests politely applaud.

After a beat, the string quartet starts up again, playing a minuet Talia recognizes from her childhood violin lessons. Aldrich turns to her, offering his hand for the dance, but before they can move again, a middle-aged gentleman in a fine suit appears beside him.

Talia freezes, recognizing the man as Hervé Charles Eric de Bastille Dumont, the Duke of Diamant, and uncle by marriage of Philomena, Aldrich’s would-be bride. Is he upset about Al dancing with another woman so soon after the announcement that his engagement with Philomena had been cancelled?

“I require an audience,” he tells Aldrich without any greeting whatsoever.

“Not now, uncle,” Aldrich laughs. “I am obviously otherwise engaged.”

Hervé barely spares Talia a glance before insisting, “We must speak now. You have been avoiding me long enough.”

Aldrich glances around the room, irritation clear in his expression. But then says, “Talia, forgive me. My uncle is an impatient man. Would you excuse me for just a moment?”

“Of course,” Talia answers, a little surprised he’d even ask for her permission.

But with one last apologetic look, he leaves with his uncle in one direction, and she goes in the other.

Dancing couples make a path for her as she drifts to the side of the dance floor. But she doesn’t have much time to feel awkward standing alone. Almost as soon as she finds a place to wallflower, Yasmin appears in a flurry of double air kisses and expensive perfume. She’s wearing a strapless, pale blue and silver gown that makes her eyes and hair positively glow.

“Queen Yasmin, thank you so much for the emerald!” Talia exclaims.

“Nonsense, my love! You look marvelous,” she declares. “So much happier than I was when I wore it.”

She’s followed by her own bodyguard, and as if by magic, a waiter appears with two flutes: one filled with champagne, the other with a Victoire Temple, made just for Talia.

“But where is Aldrich? Has my terrible son left you all alone?” Yasmin says, taking a clumsy sip of what can’t possibly be her first flute of champagne.

Talia nods, and the older woman follows her gaze to where Aldrich and Hervé are speaking animatedly in the corner of the ballroom.

“I see. Hervé’s gotten to him,” Yasmin says, her face souring. “My dear brother can be a pill. Especially now, because of the broken engagement. His lovely niece won’t be marrying Aldrich, and he’s unhappy since the union would have insured his stake in the Terre d’Or development project. He stood to earn millions from that project, but now that the wedding is off, he’s out. He’ll just have to get by with the millions he already has!”

Yasmin titters as if millions aren’t a big deal at all, but then she sobers. “I’m afraid he still believes everyone should be as unhappily married as we both were, and that establishing the right business connections is much more important than things like compatibility—or heaven forbid—love.”

Yasmin sighs loudly, then gives Talia a sympathetic look. “But do not worry yourself over my brother, ma chérie. He doesn’t yet know that despite Aldrich’s sterility, the future of our kingdom is secure. Thanks to you, we will not have to put up with his interference in our affairs anymore!”

Talia turns sharply. “Excuse me? What did you say?”

“We won’t have to put up with—”

“Pardon, Your Majesty…I meant the part about Aldrich being sterile,” Talia interrupts.

But before the inebriated queen can reply, a hand tugs on her arm.

“Wait, hold on—” she demands. Only to stop when she sees who’s trying to get her attention.

“Papy?!?! What are you doing here?”

“I be askin’ de same ting, girl,” Gaetan answers, looking very uncomfortable in a tuxedo and white bow tie.

Talia shakes her head. The fluttery, dancing heart under the emerald necklace is now flapping around like a trapped bird. What is going on?

“One minute I sittin’ in trankility, keepin’ to meself. Next ting, big white mainlander at de door. Give me fancy costume, say to put it on, come to de ball.”

Talia frowns. “What mainland Vick?” she asks. He seems to be pointing at Matthis.

“Well, de Vick don’ chat to me, no. And you know I can’t bother so I say ok. But look ‘pon dis costume! Ah yeah it so nice, but not worth de coin—” he tugs at his jacket. “One day on de farm, de till gwan to tear it right up.”

“I think you look pretty great, Papy,” Talia says, because it’s true. No matter the chaos surrounding her, she can’t deny her Papy cleans up good.

“Stop girl, this no joke. Why you in boy king’s castle and not de big city? But this tell me why you don’ write Papy like you promise, you know? You littles, with yo putain telephone, you no chat with de old folks. But I tink, me Talia? Me baby gran? She gonna write …”

“Papy! Papy, wait,” she says, grabbing his arm. “Why would Matthis come all the way to Terre d’Or to get you? Did he tell you why he wanted you here?”

Her grandfather’s answer is drowned out by a fanfare of trumpets. And they both look up to see Al taking the stage at the head of the ballroom.

“Thank you all for coming to the Coronation Ball! It is such an honor to see so many old friends, and new, together in one place.” Al pauses for polite applause. “Speaking of new friends…Talia, could you join me please?”

All eyes turn to her, and she walks through the silent ballroom with the manner of a confused deer who has found a large freeway where her simple glen used to be.

“As many of you know, this is the moment when we unveil the recipient of the King’s Gift, our traditional donation to an Iles de la Victoire charity or non-profit organization given by the new king when he comes into the throne. And as many of you might also know, I’m the kind of prince, soon to be king, who likes to buck tradition. So instead of giving one King’s Grant this year, I will be giving two.”

Talia looks at him sharply. Another surprise? But the audience, unaware everything’s going sideways, responds again with polite applause.

And it’s her turn. So as not to keep the audience waiting, she muddles through her confusion to say, “The first grant, in the amount of one million Victoire Francs, will go to the Malaria Awareness and Prevention Association of Victoire, or MAPAV.”

Bernard, who’s been standing behind Aldrich on the stage, pulls a satin veil off a poster showing the logo of the grant recipient.

Aldrich gestures towards an elderly couple sitting at a nearby table and starts clapping. Talia recognizes the organization’s founders who she met with several times to vet their non-profit. The amazing couple spent their lives nearly eradicating malaria on les Iles de la Victoire, and were now focusing their attention on other, lesser known tropical diseases.

“Thank you so much Madame and Monsieur Collins! May your good work continue for years to come,” Aldrich says, clapping into the microphone. The founders wave happily, and blow kisses to Talia and Aldrich. When the applause dies down, Aldrich reaches down and squeezes Talia’s hand.

“The other grant will go to Gaétan de Samuels, who has been operating as a one-man non-profit on Terre d’Or for decades. Anyone from the island knows, if you have a problem, if you need help, go see Gaétan and he’ll find a way.”

Talia’s eyes shoot to Papy, who looks just as surprised as she feels, standing at the foot of the little stage.

“Gaétan has been campaigning against the development project planned for Terre d’Or in defense of his people’s quality of life. Well, we listened. We have not only decided that the utilities infrastructure will be rebuilt for the entire island, ensuring clean running water and stable electricity in all homes, but we will also help him set up a non-profit for the older residents so they can continue to make a living in a more traditional way, and won’t be required to do manual labor in the resorts.”

Talia’s hand flies to her heart.

“This is my gift to Monsieur de Samuels and,” Aldrich turns to her, “his granddaughter, Talia. A few months ago, our nation lost a great man. I cannot hide how difficult it was to watch my father decline in health, and eventually pass. After his death, I was forced to reassess my priorities, to dig deep and rediscover myself. I couldn’t continue to be the young, reckless prince, but needed to focus on becoming the future king of this great nation.” Aldrich lifts his chin, and many of his compatriots do the same.

“In my grief, I retreated to Vieux Victoire, the beautiful chateau beside our beloved Terre d’Or. And there I met a beautiful young woman. She was the caretaker at the time, filling in for her recently deceased grandmother. And she was…is incredible.” He glances at Talia again. “A young law student from the United States who…” he brings their clasped hands to his chest, “who truly stole my heart.”

The flutter is back, and feeling like she might lift off the ground, Talia’s eyes start to shine. Aldrich pulls his gaze from hers and turns back to his audience.

“Mesdames et Messieurs…it is my great honor to present to you your future queen!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




“What in the hell is going on?!” Talia shouts as soon as she’s made it through the audience chamber door, her heart pounding in her ears. She turns on Aldrich and Bernard like a lioness crossed, just as the two men close the door behind them. They are damn lucky they managed to shuffle her off the stage and into this room before she completely lost it.

Just thinking of the scene she’s left…with everyone, including Papy, staring at her in complete shock…it’s enough to make her head explode.

What did he mean their “future queen”? She and Aldrich had never discussed or so much as exchanged a word about her staying on after Monday. And now he’s introducing her as his fiancée to his subjects and the collected press?

“The future queen? Your wife?! Care to let me know when we decided this, because I’m pretty sure I would have remembered that conversation!”

“Please, lower your voice,” Aldrich says through gritted teeth. “We do not need our guests hearing your little outburst.”

Oh, no he didn’t. “Little outburst? Are you fu—”

“Gentlemen, give us the room,” Aldrich says, cutting her off with a terse nod towards his guards and Bernard. “I need to speak with Madame Jeffries in private.”

They glare silently at one another as the men leave. Once the door closes with a soft click, Aldrich comes to stand in front of Talia.

“First, please calm yourself…” he says, his voice barely level—as if he had something to be angry about.

“Uh, yeah…no. That’s not happening. So you might as well get that thought right out of your head,” Talia answers, nostrils flaring angrily. “Now who gave you the right to announce this?”

“Talia—”

“Please tell me this wasn’t your plan all along.” She jerks her chin back. “To produce an heir and get the people on your side by announcing you’re going to marry a commoner. I know you said you didn’t know how to ‘king,’ but you could have looked farther than a damn fairy tale for inspiration!”

His chin drops. “Talia, that is an unfair assessment of what I’m trying to do here.”

“Oh my God, it was your plan!” she shouts. “You really are that self-absorbed!”

“I am self-absorbed? You are the one attempting to return to your sad, boring life in America, despite the fact that you are carrying my babies.”

“Really? This again? In my world, baby-on-the-way isn’t a great reason to get married. In fact, I’ve already had the pleasure of taking some very illuminating divorce law seminars, so I know just how badly that can turn out for everyone involved, especially the children. People should get married after getting to know each other over the course of a few years, not a few months, one of which was spent with me not even knowing your identity.”

“They need parents,” Al insists stubbornly.

“I agree! But they don’t need unhappy parents. If we’re not good together, we shouldn’t stay together for the kids. They’ll do better with happy, but separated parents!”

“So you think it’s better to make the children bounce between two countries with whole continents in-between? They’ll spend their entire lives in airports! And all because of a few extreme cases you read in a textbook!”

She crosses her arms as best she can over her large bump. “You do realize there are tens of thousands of divorces that started with your exact reasoning, right?”

Aldrich steps in closer, his eyes blazing with hot fury. “And after last night, Talia? What did you think would happen?”

She falters for a moment, but rallies with, “What did I think would happen? Aldrich, one night of hot sex is not the same thing as me agreeing to marry you! And it definitely does not give you the right to hit me with a marriage announcement…in front of hundreds of people including my grandfather!”

“I prefer to think of it as a romantic surprise.”

Talia stamps her foot in frustration. “Finding out you are secretly a prince, and that you think I’m going to marry you is NOT romantic!” she shrieks at him. “What on earth ever gave you the right to treat me this way? And knowing me like you do, how could you even think I’d ever agree to something like this!?!?”

Aldrich’s voice lowers, but somehow sounds even angrier than hers as he responds, “Talia, I am done trying to reason with you. Do not be naïve. We have babies on the way, of course we are getting married! This is no longer up for debate.”

Talia’s eyes widen in anger. And then something settles over her. Something that effectively shuts down her fire of rage as effectively as a bucket of cold water and cranks up her resolve to be done with this man until it is as hard and uncompromising as the marble floor beneath her feet.

“You cannot compel me to marry you,” she answers, her voice steady and firm. “And we would not even be having this conversation if you weren’t sterile. Would we, Aldrich?”

He stills, his expression freezing over despite the tropical clime. “Who told you this?”

“Your mother,” she replies, rolling her neck. “Seems you forgot to have her sign an NDA like everybody else.”

“That is…” he shakes his head in one furious jerk, “beside the point.”

“Is it?” Talia asks, her eyebrows raising coolly. “Because I am certain if you hadn’t found out about your little problem, we wouldn’t be here. Instead, you’d be introducing Philomena as your future wife, and I’d be back home avoiding Bernard’s NDA calls like the plague.”

Realizing the truth makes Talia’s stomach turn. Aldrich’s reaction is even worse. He stands there with his jaw ticking, unable to deny any of it.

Then he tries a different tactic. “Talia, I am very fond of you. But you are being very difficult,” he takes a step closer to her, shaking his head as if she’s a cute but difficult child refusing to cooperate with an adult. “It does not matter how we came to be here, the fact is… we are. And if you will be reasonable, you will find yourself the recipient of riches, fame…more than a law degree could ever offer. If you stop this…if you will agree to be my wife, then I will—”

Talia takes a large step back, carefully avoiding the long train of fabric behind her. “No more negotiating, Aldrich,” she returns in a strong and steady voice. “I. WANT. TO. GO. HOME. That is the only thing I want from you right now.”

Aldrich grabs her arm. “Talia, you are home,” he says, his voice as hard as the diamonds his uncle’s kingdom is known for. “The sooner you accept that, the easier all of this will be on both of us.”

She shakes her head sadly at the man she once trusted, and who she thought understood her. “I’ll never accept it,” she whispers, her voice wretched with defiance. “You might be the future king of this country, but you’ll never be the king of me.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




“You’ll never be the king of me.”

She says this, her brown eyes burning with a mixture of sympathy and contempt. “Now. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to go back in that room and tell everyone there’s been a big mistake.”

Talia turns and starts toward the door.

“If you leave this room…if you create another scene…I will give the order to pave Terre d’Or over tonight! Starting with your grand-père’s precious vanilla farm.”

Aldrich regrets the words as soon as they leave his mouth. Regrets grabbing her. Regrets the entire conversation.

He just doesn’t understand. They’d been so happy during the past month. How can she still want to leave him? Want to make a fool of him, of them both, in front of the press?

But his threat works. Talia stops in her tracks, turning around. “And there he is,” she says with another sad shake of her head. “The spoiled asshole you’ve been hiding from me for the last four weeks. I suspected he might still be in there. Lurking. Biding his time. I should never have let you anywhere near me last night.”

Did she not feel even an iota of what he’d begun to feel for her over the past few months?

Aldrich shakes his head, and instead of answering her, he pushes the small button on his desk.

Matthis appears a moment later, and gently takes her by the arm.

“I am sorry, but I must escort you to your quarters,” Matthis says, a hint of regret in his voice as he guides her toward the room’s back entrance which leads directly to the residential wing.

“I understand, Matthis. You’re just doing your job,” she answers stiffly. “It’s not your fault you have to follow this monster’s orders.”

Talia lifts her chin and walks out with the guard, anger and hatred for Aldrich positively radiating off her body.

Bernard appears in the doorway a few moments after the rear door closes behind them. “Can I do anything, Your Highness?” he asks.

Aldrich doesn’t move, doesn’t respond. So Bernard leaves, quietly closing the door.

Now what? Everything is ruined.

Aldrich still holds the champagne flute from the toast. There’s a little liquid left in the bottom. He raises it high. “Long live the king,” he says to an empty room. The champagne is warm and flat.

Putain de merde! He throws the glass against the wall, watching it smash into a hundred tiny pieces.

Everything has gone wrong. He’d thought after what they shared last night, Talia would be his forever. But instead, he’s made the mother of his twins hate him even more.







***











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




“This is simply brilliant, Your Highness!” a chamberlain declares the next morning. “International newspapers are abuzz with the news of your engagement to a commoner, and with that master stroke, you’ve managed to completely rewrite your story in the press! Superb!”

But is it superb? Aldrich shifts on his father’s ornate throne. It’s the Monday morning after the disastrous coronation ball, and the padded gold chair feels especially uncomfortable. Aldrich wonders why his father never had a more modern one created.

“Oh yes, Your Highness,” simpers another member of his council from a seat on one of the Throne Room sofas. “So cunning of you to choose a commoner whose grandfather is the leader of the anti-development project on Terre d’Or! What a masterful way to turn the people in your favor!”

The men around him smile and call out in approval. But Aldrich only scowls. Talia was supposed to be here today. Beside him. Planning their nation’s future. Planning their wedding. That was how he’d imagined the first council meeting after his coronation going.

“It does go against tradition to marry a commoner, but the world expects nothing less of the bad boy prince of Victoire,” says the head of public relations, pulling out a folder of newspaper clippings and downloaded articles. “His Highness is breaking tradition in a good way. Like our chamberlain said, the story has been picked up all over the world! Finally, the press is talking about something good, and not about the death of His Former Majesty, King Georges Luc, or the Terre d’Or land dispute. They are focused on something happy and beautiful. Love! Even better, your fiancée is half-American, so we’re expecting a record year of tourism from the States with a real royal wedding in the works…”

“I hadn’t thought of that…” Another chamberlain rubs his hands together and turns to Aldrich. “Your Highness, this could be bigger than Grace Kelly! We’ve struck the jackpot. Madame Jeffries’ character alone,” he runs his finger down a list in the dossier they’ve each been given, “she’s been to the best schools, Ivy League universities, she’s not too young,” a few members of the board chuckle at this, but Aldrich narrows his eyes, “she’s from a decent, upper middle class family with a good work ethic. She’s done volunteer work since childhood, her record is spotless…”

“And local approval numbers are through the roof! Which will further smooth His Highness’s transition from prince to king,” Bernard adds.

The eight men sitting in various arm chairs and sofas surrounding the throne smile and nod at each other. But not Aldrich. He feels sick.

“Sir, you could not have played this any better,” says his PR head.

“Couldn’t he have?” Hervé, Duke of Diamant—and the only member of the council who doesn’t seem all that excited by the news—asks.

Yes, couldn’t he have? Aldrich asks himself. Talia hasn’t spoken to him since the coronation ball except to send word through Pascal that she would not be held responsible for her actions if he so much as thought about showing up to her weekly doctor’s appointment this morning.

Not that he could have gone. He had to attend the council meeting. But…this is not how things are supposed to be.

In the days leading up to the ball, he’d imagined her sitting by his side, running the meeting with him, as a team. He’s gotten used to her company over the past few weeks, and that’s not a good thing. He’d missed her with a bittersweet feeling for the three months they were apart after Vieux Victoire.

Not to mention the horniness. After four weeks of waking up with a painful set of blue balls, their Friday night encounter wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy his cravings.

He’d woken this morning feeling desolate and sorry for himself. Wishing for her in a way he wasn’t accustomed, wanting her there with him so he could bury himself in her soft warmth. Two days after his announcement, he’d taken matters into his own hands, so to speak, imagining Talia in his bed on her hands and knees. Bent, and panting for him with his babies in her full belly.

But the fantasy faded as soon as he shot his load over his hand and sheets. Leaving him with a terrible empty feeling. Like hunger, only worse. Frustrated and cold, as if something has been ripped out of him.

And now, here he sits on his father’s throne, the queen’s chair empty beside him, while he receives congratulations for an upcoming wedding to a woman he will quite possibly have to force down the aisle at gunpoint. Which he knows is illegal—even for the king.

“Well, I think that’s everything, gentlemen,” says Bernard, wrapping up the council meeting that the sullen prince doesn’t want to be at anyway. The men stand and button their suit jackets.

But as they file out the door, nodding their goodbyes to Aldrich who responds with a lazy flick of his finger, Hervé has not moved. Once the other men have gone, the duke pushes off the ornate wall he has been leaning up against and approaches the throne.

“Aldrich, I have an important matter to discuss with you in the wake of your unexpected announcement,” his uncle says.

Aldrich holds up a hand. “Uncle, I have my daily briefing with Bernard now. We can speak after.”

Hervé folds his arms and blinks. “I am the Grand Duke of Diamant, Aldrich. And one of this country’s most important trading partners.”

Bernard glances up from his daily briefing tablet, clearly distressed at being in the same room as these two high-powered, angry men. “Sir, it really is no trouble. We can go over this later.”

“No, no, Bernard. Please continue.” Aldrich takes the tablet from his assistant to review his daily schedule listed in colored time blocks. “Uncle, if you’ll excuse us.”

For a moment, Hervé doesn’t move. He’s clearly not amused. But then with a disgusted flicker of his eyes, he storms out, giving them the room.

Bernard quite literally gives a small sigh of relief. Then turns to Aldrich. “Well, now you’ll meet with the duke when we’re finished…” Bernard moves a few blocks around with an index finger, adding a new one titled: Hervé, Duke of Diamant: subject, Unknown.

“Then you will meet with Madame Jeffries’s doctor, and after that, you have a conference call with the Terre d’Or project developers—”

“Tell me Talia’s schedule for the rest of the day,” Aldrich interrupts.

“Of course, Sir,” Bernard seems surprised, but swipes a new schedule into view. “Let me see…right now she should be finishing her weekly appointment with the OB/GYN, then she will brunch in her quarters with her staff—those Americans, so casual! Afterwards…she’ll take her daily walk with her guard on the beach.”

Aldrich’s gut tightens. It’s bad enough that she’s forced him to designate a time when she can walk around outdoors, like a real prisoner. But he’s even more vexed that she’s forbidden him to attend her medical checkups.

Seeing the look on Aldrich’s face, Bernard says, “Sir, do not fret. The doctor will bring you a full report after Madame Jeffries’ appointment. And if you like, we can arrange it so you’re present during the next appointment, no matter Madame Jeffries feelings on the matter.”

“We could…” Aldrich says, nodding. But arriving uninvited would most definitely upset Talia, and she’s already so angry at him. No matter how annoyed he might be with her, he certainly doesn’t want to cause her any further upset while she’s carrying his twins.

“Shall I schedule you in for next week’s appointment?” Bernard asks.

“I’d like her to meet daily with the OBGYN from now on,” Aldrich says.

“Is that really necessary, Si—?” Bernard begins to ask.

“And,” Aldrich adds, cutting him off, “I would like to meet with the doctor now. Before I speak with my uncle.” He rises from the throne, stretching his now stiff leg muscles. “The duke can wait.”

“But Sir…” Bernard starts but abandons his attempt to sway Aldrich. He’s already standing, and very clearly expects his wishes to be fulfilled regardless of his diplomatic duties.

“Very well, Sir. I’ll speak with the doctor now,” Bernard says, quickly gathering his tablet and papers. But before he can leave the throne room, his phone beeps. Bernard stops to look at the message, then frowns.

“Sir,” he says, turning back to face the Prince Regent. “I’m afraid we have a problem.”







***











CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




“Do you know, Madame, this is the first time I’ve had your American macaroni and cheese,” Pascal says, scooping up another mouthful, “And I must say, it’s wonderful!”

“If a little rich,” says Nelly, dabbing at the corners of her mouth with one of the many linens Loïc now provides at every meal.

Talia smiles. “That’s why we love it so much,” she says, disappointed that her squashed stomach won’t make more room to finish her plate. Loïc outdid himself this time. A heavenly take on a classic American dish, that includes truffles, rock lobster, and three French cheeses, but maintains the ooey-gooeyness of the original recipe.

Unfortunately, they couldn’t convince the chef to join them this morning. It’s all hands on deck in the kitchens as they prepare for the upcoming week of celebrations before the coronation ceremony. “And after that, I hear we will prepare for a royal wedding,” Loïc said, waggling his eyebrows suggestively as he left.

None of the Vickees brought the wedding up though, probably because they’d been carefully prepped by Pascal before Talia took a seat at the table.

But apparently, the elephant in the room has become too much for Aleeza to ignore. Midway through brunch, she interrupts Pascal’s story about his ailing grandmother with, “Will there even be a royal wedding, Madame? You sent away the doctor, and we know you had a row with Prince Aldrich after the ceremony yesterday. It’s just…well, I need to know because all my people on Terre d’Or are calling me non-stop, wanting me to tell them if we’re really going to have a Vickee queen.”

Talia sighs. She’d stopped reminding them she was only half-Vickee weeks ago. And now it appears the island has also decided to conveniently forget her U.S. citizenship and claim her as one of their own.

Nevertheless, these people are more than servants to her. They’ve become her friends over these last four confusing weeks. She has to tell them the truth. “No, I don’t think so.”

“But why not?” Nelly demands, abandoning her usual deferential state. “We look ‘pon you, and it’s evident you nice together. And I no like the rusties so much, but I hear you done two times in the lagoon Friday night, so what be the problem? Why you not stay with us, like prince ask?”

Talia blinks, stunned at the usually meek Nelly’s demand for answers.

“Because I have a life and a home back in New York,” Talia gently reminds her, deciding to ignore the comments about her activities in the lagoon with Aldrich. “And because he didn’t even ask me. Ever. I was brought here at his will. I’ve been forced to stay here at his will. And now he wants me to marry him at his will. All of this without ever asking what I want. So yes, I know it would be nice to have a fairytale ending but see…I’ve been bossed around by my parents my whole life, and I’m sick of it.”

“So…you no like him,” Aleeza asks. “Even a petit peu?”

Talia jerks her head a little, once again knocked off her prideful course by an unexpected question. “Yes, I did like him,” she says, deciding to go with the truth. “But not enough to want to be under his thumb for the rest of my life.”

“Then marry him!” Nelly insists. “Gwan get de ring on your finger! After, wife is boss. It you who say boy king how it go after dat. Everybody know this.”

“Ouais, get de ring,” Aleeza says. “Me maman run everyting in her house.”

And for the first time since the argument with Aldrich, Talia finds herself laughing. “Okay, okay. I get what you’re saying, but in my opinion, a relationship isn’t the right place for power games. I think a relationship should—”

She eeps when the door bursts open and the Prince Regent, of all people, charges into the room.

Pascal jumps to attention, nearly knocking back his chair. Nelly and Aleeza literally drop their forks to the floor as they jump to their feet and curtsy.

Talia, on the other hand, calmly sets down her fork and folds her hands in her lap, waiting for the command she knows will come next.

“Give. Us. The. Room,” Aldrich growls out to the three standing staff members.

Talia clamps her teeth together to keep from telling her staff they don’t have to go anywhere. She knows by now that everyone jumps at Aldrich’s every command, no matter how ridiculous it may be. Like forcing them to leave in the middle of brunch just so he can yell at her.

“You cannot refuse to see a doctor!” he roars once the staff is on the other side of the now closed door.

“Yeah, actually I can,” Talia says, her back stiffening. “You can’t tell me what to do with my body. Women’s rights, 101.”

“This isn’t about your rights! It’s about the health of our babies. My babies.”

“Oh, I see. Well, I’m sorry, but I’m not just some accessory you use to carry your heirs. I am a person, with my own needs. And I demand you stop treating me like a roly-poly in some spoiled prince’s bug collection jar—”

“First of all,” he starts off with a raised voice, but then catches himself and takes a breath. “First of all, I have no idea what a roly-poly is. And I am not keeping you in a bug collection jar. I know you are not a plaything. Talia, I am trying to keep you safe.”

She shakes her head firmly. “No, Sir. What you’re doing is playing power games with me.” She sends him a leveling look. “Everything you say to me is a lie. Everything you do is manipulation.”

“Talia, please.” Aldrich reaches down and cups her shoulders, pulling her to her feet. “Do not say these words to me. This is not a game. Please understand, I want us to be a family. But if I let you leave the country, I don’t know if I will ever see you again, or the children. You are not a thing to me. I-I don’t want to lose you. Not because I’m sterile, but because what we have is new for me, and very, very special. We are friends, oui?”

Talia shakes her head, “Al…”

“Oui, we are friends. You still call me Al. We have what my parents never did. We make each other laugh and we challenge other. We support each other in the best way. And because we are friends, I know this union will work. I want to live happily ever after with you. So please…”

He squeezes her shoulders, “Please see the doctor and keep our babies healthy and safe, so we can be a family.”

Talia’s heart flutters at the thought of the future he’s proposing. But… “No, Aldrich. I’m sorry. But I can’t trust you. All you’ve done since we’ve met is lie—”

He stops her with a kiss, spreading her mouth apart with his tongue, and wrapping his strong arms around her. “I’m not lying to you now,” he groans against her lips, pressing his hard length to the side of her belly. “Feel what you do to me, Talia. How much I want you…”

Talia stiffens, and pushes out of his arms. “That’s just the problem! It’s always about you. I stayed on in Terre d’Or to get away from my parents’ plans for me. And now you’re using my love of the island to keep me here. To make me marry you as part of your rebranding plan. Because it’s only about what you want. Never what anyone else wants.”

Aldrich pulls away, releasing the physical pressure of his desire on her, leaving an empty void in its stead. But she continues.

“And no, of course I don’t want to hurt these babies, but what will happen if the children and I stay here and they go against what you want for them? How about if one of them is gay or, heaven forbid, doesn’t want to become a ruler at all! I spent my entire life doing exactly as my parents said, and now you want me to resign these babies to the same fate?”

Aldrich shakes his head at her. “I’m not the monster you’re making me out to be. And Talia, this isn’t exactly a prison.”

Her eyes blaze again, but before she can deny his words, deny him, and the future he’s offering, he asks, “Talia, did you lie to me?”

She blinks, confused by the question. “No! I never—”

“When I asked if you loved the father of your baby, did you lie when you said you used to?”

That stops her cold.

A huge smile spreads across his face. “So you did love me! And while you have been here, did you come to love me again, as I have come to love you?”

Now she really can’t talk. Is he trying to convince her this whole thing was more than a marketing scheme for him? That he really has feelings for her?

“Because if you do love me as I love you,” he continues, “we owe it to the babies, our babies, to at least try. I’ll do anything to make this work, Talia, but you’ve got to want it to work too. Do you love me?”

Ugh. She slams her hands down to her sides, because of course she loves him. Spoiled entitled brat that he is.

Aldrich is the only person she’s thought about for months. Being around him is so hard, because even when he annoys her—and he does—even when she’s mad at him for throwing his power around, for holding her prisoner, for making ridiculous public announcements about her life without consulting her first, for threatening Terre d’Or and her grandfather to keep her from talking to the press…

Even then, she can’t escape her feelings for him. Can’t help but recall the good times they’ve had together. At both Old and New Vick.

She stares at him silently, taking in his handsome face, the hopeful look in his eyes. So very different from the arrogant man she fought with on Saturday night. So similar to the man she’s spent the last four weeks avoiding and resisting until that night in the lagoon…that incredibly hot and passionate night in the lagoon.

But is she ready to spend the rest of her life with this man? More importantly, is it safe for her to do so?

No. How can it be? After everything that’s happened? Talia must do the intelligent thing. The practical thing. For her. For the babies. She shoves her feelings for Aldrich into the furthest reaches of her mind, and slams the door shut. Her face hardens. “I am not going to discuss this with you,” she says, shaking her head. “My plane ticket home is the only thing I want to talk with you about.”

To her surprise, Aldrich’s face hardens, too. But not in anger. It’s disappointment, true disappointment. And something else. A vulnerability that looks an awful lot like hurt. The kind you feel when your heart, not your ego, has been stabbed through by someone else’s words or actions.

But Talia remains resolute. “We can either talk about flight schedules, or you can get out of my room. Take your pick,” she says firmly.

However, Talia’s steadfast voice belies her inner turmoil. Her chest contracts in pain just giving him this ultimatum. Yet she knows it’s the right thing to do. They may know how to laugh together and work together, but what’s going to happen between them in the future? Does he plan to send her to her room every time she displeases him? And what about the children? All the money and luxury in the world isn’t enough to convince her to give up her freedom, or theirs.

Aldrich stares at her for a long moment, his eyes dull and sad. Then: “D’accord, Talia, d’accord.” And with a huge expulsion of breath, he turns and leaves the room.

A moment later, Pascal returns, his face showing no knowledge of what’s just transpired.

“Would you like to finish your breakfast, Madame Talia, or shall we go for a walk on the beach?”

She doesn’t answer. Her eyes are fixed, gazing at nothing but the empty space Aldrich occupied only moments before. Her belly all twisted up for more reasons than the twins. She tries hard not to feel like she’s just made the hugest mistake.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Bernard follows Aldrich back into the throne room. The normally fastidious, well-spoken man appears to be completely beside himself. Aldrich would probably be amused if he weren’t so miserable.

“Are you certain, Your Highness? Very certain?” Bernard sputters for what must be the hundredth time in the last five minutes.

Aldrich leans back as far as he can in the uncomfortable chair, which is not far at all, perfectly aware that his decision will ruin every plan he and the council have made. In fact, it will be disastrous, but…

“I have no choice,” he tells the other man.

“Sir, if I may be so bold, I advise you to reconsider. Perhaps…perhaps you can speak with your mother before making any hasty, rash—”

“Matthis,” Aldrich calls out, cutting Bernard off. “Fetch Madame Jeffries and bring her to my private office please.”

The guard nods and leaves the room.

“And Bernard, you may show my uncle in. He must be feeling very impatient by now.”

Bernard, looking like a balloon that has lost all its air, morosely stacks his papers and leaves to collect the duke. Only seconds later, the dignified gentleman storms into Aldrich’s view.

“Finally!” he says, his voice booming with anger. “Good God, nephew! I realize you are the Prince Regent, but I must remind you that I am a Duke of Diamant, the leader of my own country, and brother to your mother! It is incredibly rude of you to cast me aside like this. I’ve got half a mind to leave this instant!”

“But you won’t,” Aldrich answers, already bored with this conversation. “Whatever it is this time, uncle, you’re clearly desperate to speak with me or else you wouldn’t have waited for so long.”

Hervé stops, and eyes his nephew with distaste…right before a grim smile creeps across his face.

“Actually Your Highness, it’s quite the opposite. I am merely here as a courtesy, because even though the marital union of our two countries has been disintegrated,” the duke gives him a bow that comes off as mocking, “I remain a courteous and respectful member of your council.”

Aldrich raises his eyebrows. “Of course. If you say so.”

“Which is why I’ve come to inform you that my son, Prince Louis, will be installed as the next king of Les Iles de la Victoire.”

“Is that so?” Aldrich asks, leaning forward as if fascinated. “Do tell.”

“It is strictly stated in the marriage contract between my sister and your late father that a non-Catholic marriage is in violation of royal requirements, and therefore no non-Catholic person may sit on the throne.”

Aldrich laughs. “Tell me. uncle. When was the last time you attended church? Or I? I cannot even remember.”

“That is neither here nor there. The important thing is you were baptized Catholic, and followed catechism to your first communion, which I know you did because I was there. I expect nothing less of your bride.”

Aldrich shakes his head and looks at Bernard, who raises a finger.

“And I’m quite certain your future bride is a Protestant. Methodist, if my sources are correct.”

“If I may be so bold, Your Grace, a Christian is a Christian,” Bernard says, perched on the edge of a sofa. “Madame Jeffries can easily convert to Catholicism if it is so important to His Grace that she meet every royal requirement, no matter how small.”

Bernard is right. It is indeed a very small detail.

Aldrich recalls going over some papers with his father several years before, soon after they discovered Father’s illness would end his life in a matter of years, not decades. At the time, even his father—usually a stickler for rules and regulations—had implied that while Aldrich’s betrothal to Philomena was supported by her being Catholic, if they had found him a “better girl”—his words, not Aldrich’s—her religion wouldn’t have been a dealbreaker. As far as his father was concerned, the most important thing was for him to marry someone who would ensure the continuation and economic stability of the family line.

“Do not overstep your bounds, Hervé,” Aldrich warns his uncle with narrowed eyes. “The union of our two countries formed by the marriage of my parents does not give you the right to decide who takes the throne. That right has, and always will, fall to the royal family of Victoire.”

“You have already brought shame on the family by announcing your engagement to a woman you impregnated out of wedlock. And you said the bad boy prince had gone. Shrug all you like, nephew, but you must be aware that if she doesn’t convert to Catholicism before the birth, the twins will be illegitimate. Do you understand what that means, nephew? Your children will never succeed you on the throne. You’ve effectively killed the family line.” Hervé answers. “At least my Louis could ensure the family’s future.”

“So she’ll convert,” Bernard says again, but his back is tense, like he’s caught in a trap.

Aldrich swallows. Even if he could get Talia to talk to him right now, she would never be open to such a huge undertaking. And yes, he does remember this requirement, and yes, Hervé’s threat is real. The twins could be illegitimate. How could he have forgotten this law?

“She’ll convert,” Aldrich says with more grit than he feels.

“If you’re so sure, why don’t we ask her,” His uncle says. “Let us speak with this young lady, Mademoiselle Talia.” Duke Hervé had never gotten the memo about “mademoiselle” falling out of fashion both here and in France, and his stress on Talia’s name makes the title sound even more diminutive. “But even if she agrees, she will have to do it impossibly fast, before the birth. And twins, they’re sometimes born early, aren’t they?”

Aldrich glares at his uncle, but gives him a curt nod.

“Dear nephew you know I only want what’s best for my sister and our family,” Hervé clasps his hands together. “So, if your lovely Mademoiselle agrees, and is willing to take on all the coursework and commitment required to complete the conversion before the birth—if you even find a pastor willing to fast-track the process—I will support this marriage with all my heart. But if she doesn’t…”

The duke cocks his head, his eyes taking on a snake-like glint. Later, Aldrich will think it’s almost as if he were cueing what happened next.

There’s a sharp knock on the room’s open doorway, followed by Matthis rushing in…

He takes only a brief survey of the players in the room, before crossing it to whisper into Prince Aldrich’s ear, “Sir, something terrible has happened.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




“Papy, you have to take me back!” Talia cries over the grinding motorboat engine. Salty ocean wind whips at her face, and the twins jiggle around in her belly as the speedboat bounces across the waves.

This is bad. This is so bad. She still can’t quite believe it. Papy popping up like a phantom on the beach during her daily walk with Pascal! His quick, “Pardon dar,” before snapping a pair of handcuffs on her poor guard. He’d then thrown a flour sack over the man’s head, cinching it tight, before grabbing Talia by the arm and guiding her as fast as she could waddle toward a waiting motor boat.

She’d gone with him. She’d been too shocked to do anything else. But now Talia is beginning to have grave reservations. “Papy, seriously! We need to go back before you get in trouble.”

“Silence petite sistah, we not gwan back,” Papy says, his eyes resolute on the horizon.

But Talia can’t be silent. She’d spent Sunday reviewing the Victoire law books in the royal library, looking for passages to help her out of this predicament. She’d focused on kidnapping—after all, hadn’t she been abducted by Aldrich and taken to the palace against her will? Unfortunately, she hadn’t found anything useful for her specific situation, but she did discover that kidnapping a member of the royal family or household staff is an offense punishable by death. Even worse, the death penalty in Victoire hasn’t changed since the 1900s: it’s still death by public hanging. And Talia is technically a member of the Prince Regent’s staff—she’d even gotten an official badge stating it on her second day on the job.

“Papy, this is dangerous!” she cries over the noise. “Please go back now, and we can convince them not to arrest you.

“Trankility,” Papy says.

“How can I be tranquil?” she demands. “Seriously, Papy. If anything happens to you…”

“Hush baby gran. Ev’ting be fine.”

Talia wants to protest some more, but she has a dangerously sick feeling in her stomach to go along with her fear. Apparently, the twins aren’t huge fans of this wild boat ride right after a meal.

She closes her eyes, trying hard to focus on not hurling as they get further and further from Châteauneuf Victoire.

Thankfully, the boat eventually slows. And when Talia opens her eyes and looks up, she sees they are approaching the lush green island of Terre d’Or. They make their way to the eastern harbor: a small port in deep enough waters for commercial boats to dock. It’s also the home of Suzette’s, their favorite curry restaurant. Talia scoots over, getting ready to grab onto the dock, but even though the boat is slowing, Papy doesn’t stop.

“Papy, where are you taking us?”

They continue past the dock, past Suzette’s, past the little road that leads to Papy’s neighborhood around the vanilla fields. A natural outcropping of rocks pop up at the end of the harbor, and Papy skirts around that, too, only to steer the boat directly toward a rock wall covered with climbing orchids.

“Wait a minute, what are you—?!”

Talia grabs her seat, bracing for impact, but the hanging vines push away like an exotic curtain and the boat glides past. There are no rocks in this part of the wall, she realizes as they drift into a dark tunnel, high and wide enough for the boat to pass through.

Papy cuts the motor and they slice silently through the darkness, until the light slowly returns.

“Oh my goodness!” Talia gasps when she sees what’s on the other side. It’s a small cove, closed in on all sides by thick foliage and rock walls, with mangrove trees digging their long roots into the sand, and a tall waterfall splashing softly down on the other end. “Papy this is amazing, why didn’t you bring me here before?”

“I want to, but de babies come and you busy busy…” he says.

The air is dense like that of a greenhouse, but still fresh from the salty sea. He paddles the boat towards the sandy beach, and helps Talia out into ankle deep water.

“Come wit me,” Papy says. Talia follows him across the soft, warm sand, her body still listing from the long boat ride. “Baby gran, I gwan make you smile like nice perfect day,” he says.

“Happy, like a perfect day?” she asks, translating as best she can.

“Oui, oui, come see.” He holds out an arm to present a small cave on the edge of the beach. It’s stocked with blankets, firewood, mosquito nets, bottles of water, soap, and oil. There are even a few of the books she left at his house.

“Wait a minute…we’re hiding here? Papy, you need to explain everything. Now.”

“Oki oki oki,” Papy says, squatting down on the sand. Talia tries to do the same but ends up rolling onto her butt, and decides she prefers it that way.

“Duke Hervé ask me deliver you,” he says. “Duke give me canoe la.”

He gestures at the motorboat.

“I was wondering where you got the boat. So the duke, the Duke of Diamant, gave you a motorboat and sent you to kidnap me? Well, that’s strange,” she says.

“No, no kidnap. Deliver.” Papy says.

“Deliver.”

“Save. From de boy king. He want his own boy king. He say queen no Catholic, den no king.”

“Wait, so he hired you to kidnap—”

“No kidnap.”

“Okay—deliver me—so he can put his own son on the throne?”

“Nice, yes? You leave de prince, you gwan home. I save me ‘land. I save Terre d’Or.”

“How’s that Papy? I don’t understand.”

Papy leans forward, looking Talia square in the face.

“Baby gran. You et me, we rest here two, tree week. Prince Diaman’ become King of Victoire. Den,” he raises his shoulders happily. “Den baby gran go home, and Terre d’Or stay Terre d’Or!”

By the very happy look on Papy’s face, it sounds like the Duke of Diamant promised to stop the construction on Terre d’Or if Papy helped him oust Aldrich from the throne. And somehow, removing Talia would make that possible.

Which is strange, but not as worrisome as the Terre d’Or issue. Talia may not trust Aldrich, but she trusts Hervé even less.

“Papy, how do you know the duke won’t build the resorts anyway?” she asks. “Those resorts are very important to him.”

“Duke promise me. He promise. His own self.”

“Let me get this straight,” Talia says as Papy busies himself unwrapping a pack of water bottles. “The Duke of Diamant promised you exactly what you wanted if you’d ‘save’ me and ruin his nephew’s coronation?”

Papy nods.

Talia’s mother once said if an agreement offers you the exact terms you want, you better look double hard at the fine print.

“Did he give you anything in writing?”

“We shake on it. Gentlemen’s agreement. Der no reason for him to lie,” Papy says, handing her a bottle.

Talia has a distinct sinking feeling in her stomach. “I don’t know about that. There are a lot of reasons for that man to lie, Papy. Literally millions of them. Because if he stops Aldrich’s project and puts his son on the throne, then he’d be free to develop the land himself,” she says.

Papy looks up at her sharply. “Clever, baby gran. Just like you maman,” he grumbles.

But then he gives in with an, “Okay, tomorrow I find de duke, make him write it down. No sense hiding here too long if he not agree. But for now, it’s nice way to stop de hotels.”

“I suppose,” Talia says, but her mind is turning. She needs to say it out loud, to understand what’s happening. “At least the deal being offered by the royals is fair, or as fair as it can be, to the people. You’ll have a say in the development plans, you’ll have enough land to do some farming, and there will be training available so anyone who wants to can learn a trade to work in the hotel business. If you oust Aldrich, you’ll lose the King’s Gift grant, and the promise that life on Terre d’Or will improve, rather than decline, for island residents.”

The more she thinks about it, the more she doesn’t like idea of Papy having any dealings with the Duke of Diamant. “If Hervé takes control, there are no guarantees. He might be fair, but are we sure he will be? What if he paves over the whole island, and doesn’t let the locals work in the hotels? Then what do we do?”

“This true,” Papy concedes with a twist of his mouth.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, Papy, but maybe you should sit down and talk with Aldrich before making a deal with the devil,” she says.

“Dey both de devil,” he insists.

Talia tilts her head, “Papy, I’m asking you to at least talk to the prince, because I’m sure he’d really like to discuss this with you. I think he genuinely wants to figure out a way to do this project without making the people of Terre d’Or hate him.”

“Maybe…” Papy concedes again. He squints at her.

“What?” she asks, wondering if there’s something on her face.

“Me know you no want de job, but you awful good royal already. You right way dip-oh-mat. You make right good queenie me tink.”

Now it’s her turn to squint, look at herself in a new light. Because though she’s not at all excited about the fact that Papy had to kidnap her to get her clear of the castle, she can’t say she’s hating this conversation. Or the possibility of brokering a peace that will make the royal family, and the people of Terre d’Or, happy.

She’s about to suggest he take her with him to meet with Duke of Diamant tomorrow, when a movement in the distance catches her eye.

“Papy?” she says, pointing.

Papy sees it too. “Look ‘pon that now,” he says, reaching for his machete.

Talia leans forward and narrows her eyes. There’s someone at the other end of the cove, squatting over a small fire. Someone she thinks she recognizes.

But that’s impossible.

She struggles to her feet, and waddles down the beach. Papy runs ahead, on the prowl. He doesn’t recognize the woman in his secret cove, but that’s not surprising. Because she’s dressed in a pair of drawstring shorts rather than a pair of Ferragamo heels. Her hair is neck length, and natural, rather than covered by the perfectly styled wig Talia grew up seeing her wear every day.

But it is…it definitely is...

Her mother!

Papy stops too, staring at his daughter in shock. “Ella, that you deyah daughter girl?”

Ella starts, looking up from the fish she’s roasting, and nearly falls over in shock when she sees not just her father, but also the daughter who’s supposed to be in law school. Thousands of miles away.

“What are you doing here?!?” Talia and Ella cry at the same time.

Then Ella’s eyes drop down to Talia’s baby bump…







***











CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




“How could you let this happen?!?!” Ella all but screeches at Papy. “She was supposed to help you for two weeks! Two weeks! Now, five months later, she’s pregnant and still here!! How could you let her screw up her life like this???”

Talia grimaces, completely unprepared to have this conversation with her mother. In the midst of getting ready for the coronation ball, the drama with Aldrich’s surprise wedding announcement, and the general distraction of growing two babies, Talia had forgotten to worry about how her mother would react to her pregnancy. And now, surprise! Here she is, appearing as if by magic in Talia’s world, on a beach in a secret cove on Terre d’Or—wait a minute!

Talia breaks off from worrying about how to explain her baby bump to her mother, and starts to wonder what the hell her mother is doing here in the first place.

“Hold up, you didn’t know I was here?” she asks. She figures Papy, or maybe even Bernard, must have ratted her out. Or else why would Mom leave work to come all the way to Terre d’Or? “But if you didn’t come here to find me, I think the bigger question is what are you doing here, Mom?” Talia demands, taking the offensive.

“Fair enough,” Ella replies, narrowing her eyes at Talia’s bump. “I’ll go first, but don’t deny you’ve got some explaining to do. A lot of explaining.”

“Guilty as charged. But you first.”

“Well…” Mom looks up at the sun, then back down to her roasting fish. “Where to start…”

“How long you bin here daughter?” Papy demands.

“Almost three weeks,” she admits.

“And you no come to chat wid your papy?”

“I was going to, eventually. I just needed…some time to myself.” Ella looks at Talia, her eyes sad. “And…some time away from your father.”

“What happened, Mom?” Talia asks, taking her by the hands.

“More like who happened. George left. I mean, he’s still there…in Connecticut. For now. But…he’s in love with someone else.”

“That asshole,” Talia whispers.

“I know it!” cries Papy. “He a no good sleeparound. She a young girl, right? American boys, they no good.”

“Papy!” Talia says.

“No, he’s actually right about that,” her mother says, in a tone drier than the sand beneath their feet. “She was one of his law students. That’s why he didn’t want to come to Terre d’Or for the funeral. He told me that’s when he knew he didn’t love me anymore, and would rather be with her.”

“Oh, Mom,” Talia says, squeezing her hands. True, her parents’ marriage had never been a bed of roses, more like a bed of responsibility icicles. But she’d never seen her mother this sad. She’s trembling now. A far cry from the “Wall Street Shark” Talia always heard in her mind.

“He’s cheated on me before, but I never thought he’d actually leave,” Ella says, her voice cracking. “He said I was too independent to love. Too cold and demanding.”

“He’s an idiot. You know he’s an idiot,” Talia says. She loved her father in a dutiful way since he’d never been the type to take much interest in her beyond making sure she was living her life exactly to the plan he and her mother had established for their only daughter. “What he said is so disrespectful. So cruel. I hate that he’s trying to make it seem like this is your fault when he’s the one who cheated.”

“I thought if I kept myself busy I could handle it,” Ella continues. “But I guess I’m not as good as your father at hiding my emotions.”

Oh, no…

“Did something happen, Mom?” she asks carefully.

“Nothing much,” Ella answers, wringing Talia’s hands inside hers. “I just…punched a judge.”

“What?!?!” Papy and Talia say in unison.

“It’s a long story,” Mom looks back toward the water. “Actually, it’s not a long story at all. He was being a pompous chauvinist, and I couldn’t take any more of his foolishness. So…I punched him. In front of a full courtroom…spent the night in jail afterwards.”

“Oh, Mom!” Talia lets go of her hands to pull her in for a hug. “Wait, was it Judge Rheingold?”

“You know it was.”

They both giggle for a moment, and Talia leans back to say, “He probably deserved it.”

Her mom sighs. “At the time I thought so, but no one deserves to be punched in the face. Not even a pig like Rheingold.”

“I guess you got in really big trouble.”

“Yes. I’ve been suspended until my hearing in three months, well two months now. Then I’ll find out if I’m disbarred or not.”

Talia rubs her mom’s back. Practicing law has always been so, so important for her. She must be heartbroken.

“But you know, it’s not so bad. It’s been nice to be back home for a while,” Ella says, looking up.

“How you been here without me know about it?” Papy asks.

Ella stares at the water.

“Where you stay? Somebody help you, give supply, or I see you on the ‘land,” he says.

Mom gives the tiniest of shrugs.

“Eh! It that Bernard? I know it! If I know he messin’ in you life agin, I punch him in de ball!”

“Bernard is an old friend, Papa,” Ella says. “Contrary to what you believe, I decided to leave Victoire on my own, and Bernard supported my choices. He didn’t make me leave. But wait, you saw him? But he’s been so busy with the coronation.”

Ella looks from Talia to Papy and frowns at their guilty expressions.

“Obviously Bernard hasn’t been telling me everything. I’ll need to hear the whole story, but first,” she turns on Talia. “Explain to me why you’ve thrown your future away so close to your graduation by getting knocked up on the other side of the world.”

Talia swallows, feeling the old fear creeping into her bones again. She’s about to disappoint her mom.

“Uh, well…” she begins, searching for the most delicate way to share what’s been happening, but then Papy takes over, rattling off the details like he’s on the Victoire version of TMZ. “Talia clean Old Vick like her Mamy did, meet boy, dey fall in love. Den, turns out de boy, he really de boy king…” Talia quickly loses the thread as Papy’s patois becomes thicker and more French now that he’s talking to a native. But Ella, understanding everything, shakes her head in disbelief and gasps as Papy relays the events of the past six months.

Talia vaguely follows the signposts of the road she’s traveled as Ella, shocked, repeats certain words: “Twins! Prisoner? Coronation? The duke…? You kidnapped her!? Okay, delivered…”

Then Papy’s done, and they’re both looking at Talia.

“Is this all true, Talia?” Ella asks, looking like an alien has popped up where her formerly dutiful daughter used to be.

“I didn’t catch everything Papy said, but it sounds about right,” Talia answers with a wince.

A huge beat passes. Then Ella raises both hands like somebody testifying at their Methodist church to declare, “Oh, I am suing everybody!”

She grabs a small backpack and starts marching down the beach.

Talia doesn’t move. The first words of Papy’s story won’t stop looping in her head. Old Vick. Meet boy. Dey fall in love.

“Let’s get back on that boat of yours, Papa,” Ella’s saying now. “We need to get back to the airport right now and get my daughter out of this deplorable and incredibly illegal, by any standards, situation.”

Meet boy. Dey fall in love.

“You should have called me sooner, honey,” Ella admonishes, grabbing Talia by the arm. “But don’t worry, we’ll get damages for your unjust captivity, and child support times ten for the rest of the twins’ li—”

“Mom, stop,” Talia says, taking back her arm with a shake of her head. Dey fall in love.

Do you love me, Talia? Because if you do, we owe it to our babies to at least try.

“What is it Talia?” Ella asks. “Why aren’t you coming?”

“Because…” she starts, realizing the truth as she says it. “I don’t want you to sue anyone, Mom. I want to stay here.”

“What you say now, baby gran?” Papy asks, dipping his chin as if he must not have heard her right.

“I want to stay here,” she says again. Louder this time. “And by here, I mean in Victoire,” Talia adds. “If I have a choice, which I really didn’t before this moment, I choose here.”

Ellas eyebrows have all but disappeared into her hairline. And Papy looks like he wants to kick something.

“Listen. My whole life I’ve been following rules,” she tells Papy. She then switches her gaze to her mother. “Doing what you’ve asked me to in order to become the best I could be. But I came here for Mamy, and I happened to meet this amazing guy because of her. Someone I get along with better than any other guy I’ve ever met before. And, yeah, maybe I should have been more careful...”

She rubs her belly with both hands.

“But this is where my choices have taken me. I’m pregnant with twins and the father is a prince. He’s lied to me, held me captive, used me for political gain, but in spite of it all, we’ve become friends. Real friends, and yes, I’m pretty sure I’m in love with him. It goes against everything you’ve taught me, Mom, but I want to stay here and see how this plays out. Maybe I’m just a dreamer like Papy, but I want to try for my happily ever after.”

Talia stops talking, feeling like she’s said everything, but Ella and Papy just stare at her.

“So will you help me?” she asks. “Will you help me get my prince?”







***











CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




It turns out Duke Hervé only gave Gaétan enough gas to secret Talia back to Terre d’Or, but not enough to return.

“Who is this shady escroc you’ve gotten tangled up with?” her mother demands, as the trio has to machete their way through thick vegetation to get to Papy’s truck on the dock. Seeing her mother hacking through the draping vines and gigantesque leaves of a tropical forest, Talia realizes two things:

One, Mom is like way at home here. A total bad-ass! And two, protecting overly trusting and generous Papy from the cruel world might have been what turned her into the lawyer she is today.

Her mother is full of surprises, starting with her response to Talia’s decision to give up everything to try to make a happily ever after with the bad boy prince of Victoire.

She’d simply says, “It’s not like I’ve got this life mess all figured out. Who am I to keep trying to control yours? You know what, sugar? As long as you’re happy, I’m happy. I’m also the bitch that’s going make sure your pre-nup is 100% titanium, so let’s do this!”

And even having to Indiana Jones themselves out of the cove doesn’t stop them.

Now they’re bumping down a dirt road in Papy’s truck, red dust billowing around them as they speed toward the once-a-day ferry before it leaves for the mainland. The boat generally departs once it’s been loaded with enough cargo and people to pay for the trip, but there’s no fixed time for when that might happen. It’s already late afternoon, and Talia’s belly is spinning with nerves, not to mention the twins who seem to be enjoying the ride, the nausea from earlier now completely gone.

Or maybe like her, they’re excited about returning to their father.

Papy curses and slows the truck down.

“We never gwan make it now,” he says.

“Dammit, go around Papa,” says Ella, who’s sitting in the middle of the bench seat.

Talia groans when she sees why Papy stopped. Goats. Everywhere. The biggest herd of goats she’s ever seen.

“Merde, it de dame de chevre. Why she got to do dis now?” Papy climbs out of the car, leaving the door open. “Neh neh neh, sistah!”

“Who’s he yelling at?” Talia asks, squinting into the field of goats.

Her mom sucks on her teeth. “This old lady Rasolo, who apparently refuses to die already. Since I was a little girl, she’s had a massive herd of goats that she uses to make cheese. She lives on the other side of the island, but at least four or five times a year they get out and eat everything up. I would have sued her for property damage a long time ago if your Papy would’ve let me.”

“That’s terrible,” Talia says, thinking of all the farmland that could be decimated by the goats. “We should help get these goats back to her. Then maybe try to figure out a way to get her better fencing around her pens.”

Her mother chuffs. “You have officially been on this island too long, Talia. That’s exactly what Papy said when I suggested suing her ass.”

Ella then drops into a pitch perfect impression of her father, “Non, non, non, Ella. Me can’t zoo da old girl. Let us be one. We find how help old girl wit dem billies.”

Ella stops mid-rant, squinting at something off in the distance. “What the…?”

Talia follows her squint to see a red cloud of dust has kicked up on the other side of the sea of goats. She tilts her head as the dust cloud crests and starts to settle, revealing a convoy of black Land Rovers.

All bearing the official royal seal.

“Is that your prince?” Ella asks beside her.

Instead of answering, Talia fumbles open the door, getting out of the car in a daze.

And there’s no need for her mother to yell, “Go to him!” in the distance, because she already is.

Talia’s legs bump into goat after goat, only to see, on the other side of herd…

…Aldrich, still attired in his suit from earlier, making his way towards her. The fluttering bird stirs in her chest. She starts to wade towards him faster, the twins going crazy in her belly. My prince! There’s my prince!

They meet in the middle of the herd. Knee deep in black goats, surrounded by bleating and the patois of inconvenienced Vickees.

But all she sees is his relieved smile. All she hears is him saying, “Tiens, there you are.”

“Hi,” Talia says. A hoof squashes her toe and she winces, yet still manages to joke, “Funny meeting you here.”

He laughs, “Indeed.”

But then he sobers. “So apparently the Prince of Diamant will become the new king of Victoire.”

“You know I had nothing to do with that, it was Hervé and my grandfather. But please, don’t punish Papy, he thought he was helping me.”

“I haven’t come for him. At first I thought of fighting my uncle, but then I realized, the kingdom is but a small matter to me now,” he says.

Talia’s eyebrows shoot up. “A small matter?”

Aldrich nods. “Yes,” he says. He reaches into his inner pocket and hands Talia an envelope. “This is what’s important.”

Talia’s fingers slide under the flap, and she pulls out the contents. She recognizes the airline logo in the corner. It’s a first-class ticket to John F. Kennedy Airport.

“Oh, I see,” she says, her heart sinking. “You can’t be king, so you want me to leave. No need for an heir anymore.”

“Yes, I think it’s best for you to go back home,” he answers unequivocally. “But on two conditions…”

“Conditions?” Talia forces her eyes upward. His face isn’t hard and cold, but it is serious.

“You must really stop jumping to conclusions, especially where I’m concerned. This is a terrible habit, Talia. Très mauvais. And two…” His face once again gentles as he holds up second plane ticket. “You must take me with you.”

Talia’s mouth opens but no sound comes out.

“Talia, please forgive me. I’ve lied to you. I’ve betrayed your trust. And you have no reason to believe anything I say. But I do love you. You are my best friend, and I can’t imagine a future without you. If it means leaving my country behind, and letting my cousin have my throne, so be it. I will do anything, and I will be happy because I will be with you.”

The fluttering bird batters around in her chest until she releases it with the happiest smile.

Talia touches the plane ticket to her heart, because he’s done it. Aldrich has somehow made her feel safe, and loved, and as if she can trust him again. She will most definitely be staying with her prince.

Talia closes her eyes and lets out a soft breath. Then she opens them and rips the plane ticket to shreds. Letting bleating goats have the first-class ticket back to the life she’s leaving behind for good.







***





CHAPTER THIRTY




Night has fallen by the time they reach the new castle, and the duke meets them in the gardens, which are still twinkling from the coronation ball decorations that haven’t come down.

“So she has agreed,” Hervé says, shooting an angry look at Papy who, along with Ella, is flanking Talia like her new personal guard. “I’ll remind you Miss Talia, it can take up to a year to convert, and you’ll be hard pressed to find a pastor willing to rush the process. The whole world is watching, do you really want to shame your future children into a life of illegitimacy?”

Before she can answer, the duke pulls what must be a copy of the queen and deceased king’s marriage contract from his pocket. “Step aside, Aldrich, and let my son take your place on the throne,” he commands his nephew. “It’s all clearly stated here, so I suggest you not fight me on this…”

“Let me see that.”

Ella suddenly steps forward and snatches the contract from the surprised duke’s hand.

“Mmm-hmm,” she mutters, her eyes scanning quickly over the French legalese. She tuts.

“Oh non, non, non. Sorry to burst your bubble, Your Grace, but this contract is written so poorly, it will never hold up in international court.”

She pushes the paperwork into Hervé’s chest with a smile so shark-like, it puts the duke’s snake grin to shame. “So ain’t nobody taking my future son-in-law’s throne. No sir, not on my watch.”

The duke catches the contract, and stands as if frozen, staring down at Ella.

“Did you hear what I just said, Your Grace?” Ella demands, glaring up at him.

“I—I…” the duke starts, before forcing himself to reset. “Madame, you cannot simply disregard a legal contract. There are centuries of tradition reflected in its writing. Centuries!”

“Yes, I can see that. The boilerplate alone appears to have been written in 1850,” Ella answers with a wry shake of her head. “Listen, Your Grace. I write contracts for a living, I know what a good one looks like. And that,” she points at the paper still clutched to the duke’s chest, “ain’t a good one.”

“Whether or not you agree with the contents does not dictate the quality of the contract!”

“Would you listen to this guy?” Ella says to Talia, jerking her thumb at the duke. “He’s trying to put up a fight. How cute! You two get on back to your castle while I put him in his place.”

“Now excuse me, Madame,” the duke answers, anger writ clearly across his distinguished face. “I am the ruler of Diamant! I do not get ‘put in my place.’ Especially not by a commoner in shorts.”

“Not until today, apparently,” Ella answers with her trademark shark chuckle.

Recognizing that her mother is about to draw blood, Talia tugs Al towards the castle so he doesn’t have to stand and watch his uncle get eaten alive.

But the argument trails after them as they leave.

“And you can forget all about this Catholic business. You’re not requiring her to convert, and she’s not doing it anyway! We’re protestant. Maybe Christmas and Easter protestant—and not even Christmas this year—but Protestant all the same. I can’t buck that tradition, no matter how much of a letch my husband turned out to be.”

“Husband, you say?” the duke’s normally hard voice falters a bit on this question.

“Soon to be ex,” Talia’s mother replies. “But that’s none of your business, Your Grace. Let’s talk about this succession agreement your seriously defective marriage contract alluded to. I’d like to get a copy of that document, by the way. Along with the council bylaws, because my future son-in-law doesn’t need you on his council anymore after your failed power grab...”

“Ah, Highness, you have returned,” calls Bernard, jogging down the front steps to meet them. “Oh! And Madame Talia, I’m so pleased to see you back in our midst.”

“Hi, Bernard.” Talia allows him to kiss her hand before he turns to Aldrich. “Sir, we have gathered the legal team to mount our defense, I’m sure it—”

“Eh, slick boy! There you be! You messin again wid me girl’s life! Both me girls!”

“Ah, Monsieur de Samuel. I see you’ve returned after kidnapping the future queen. Here to turn yourself in, are you?”

“He’ll do nothing of the sort,” Aldrich interjects.

“You know, me innocent in this. You de guilty one,” Papy says, getting in Bernard’s face.

Bernard blinks rapidly and glances at Aldrich. “How is that, sir? I’m the guilty one?”

“Oh you know well. You put dem dotish ideas in me Ella’s head. You make her wan to leave de ‘land, go to big cities a million miles away. It’s your fault I no see her when she fintly come back here, your fault I no see Talia before she gettin’ announced as next queenie.”

“How dare you, sir!? If I played any role in Ella leaving Terre d’Or for brighter horizons, you should be thanking me! She’s leading a happy and successful life in America.”

“Huh. Happy. Her man a putain de connard, and she back home crying! And en plus, you help her hide! Why you gwan do that? Why you meddle with me family? Now you got your boss to marry me Talia!”

“Pardon? She’s having marriage problems? She never mentioned it, just asked me to get a few things for her when I ran into her at our old—”

Apparently remembering he is not longer an island teen with a secret make out spot, but a royal secretary, Bernard falters, throwing Aldrich a terribly embarrassed look.

“I’m sorry to have been forced to have this conversation in your presence, Sir,” he says.

But before Aldrich can answer, Papy declares. “You should sorry be, boy? It’s dat soft mama yours. If she had raised you nice, you respect de elders…” Papy warns.

“Whoa,” Talia says.

And that’s it for civility. “What?! Now you’re bringing my mother into this?” Bernard throws down his precious padfolio and steps forward again.

“Oh yeh, I do it!” Papy answers, his hackles all the way up.

“Sir, with all due respect, you had better not be bringing my mother into this—” Bernard says, showing a side of himself Talia’s never seen before.

Talia looks up at Aldrich and twists her lips. “Are you sure you want to marry into all this crazy?” she asks.

He puts a hand to her cheek and looks her in the eyes. “Come…”

And they leave yet another argument behind to enter the castle.




*




Less than five minutes later, he’s rushing them into his suite, interrupting the evening turn-down crew.

“Your Highness!” says the small group of Vickees and Polynesians when he and Talia burst in the room.

But this time he doesn’t have to give any royal commands.

Everybody scatters, all but dismissing themselves and vanishing like fairytale elves.

Later, Talia will have a chance to admire his large apartment, twice the size of her chambers, with a crystal chandelier, an enormous marble balcony, and an ocean front view. The monarch’s bed is built into the wall with fine wood paneling around it, and carved spiral posts that support an elaborate canopy over the bed. But beyond that, Aldrich already did away with the over the top décor a few days before. He also had many of the priceless paintings that had hung in the room for years removed. He’ll tell Talia later that he hadn’t wanted dim paintings of fruit bowls and his ancestors’ portraits frowning at him while he lived here with the only princess he’d ever truly wanted to take to wife. With his sweet words in mind, eventually, Talia will refill some of the empty spaces with local artwork. She’ll also insist the room always, always have fresh orchids placed throughout.

But this first time she’s brought here, she barely has the chance to glimpse the opulent space before Al slams the door behind the departing cleaning crew and pins her to a nearby wall. He kisses her mouth, her jaw, down her neck. Talia’s skin lights up, tingling everywhere, and she moans softly.

But before she’s too far gone, she makes sure to ask, “You’re sure? Really sure? Because between my family and yours, that’s a whole lot of crazy coming to our wedding.”

Al suddenly breaks off the kiss. Pins her with a serious look. “Talia of this I am sure. More sure than I’ve ever been of anything in my entire life,” he tells her solemnly.

Then his mouth returns to her neck, and his hands trace the curves of her pregnant body. It’s holding their son and daughter. Their future. Lips lock, hot and needy, hands groping.

“Wait, is that…?” Talia asks, spotting something out the corner of her eye. “Is that—a mop?” she asks.

Aldrich lifts his head and glances over his shoulder at the forgotten cleaning item. “Old marriage contracts and centuries of tradition be damned,” he intones. “It is obvious the fates have blessed our match.”

“Mmm…definitely,” Talia agrees with a laugh as she tugs his head down for another kiss.

But Aldrich breaks off again a few seconds later, and escorts her through the sitting room to his private bedroom. Another room she doesn’t get a good look at because he dims the lights and takes her straight to his large bed.

“Hands and knees, Talia.”

As always, the things guaranteed to raise her hackles during everyday conversation, completely melt her when they’re together in private behind castle walls.

Talia does as he commands, and Aldrich moves behind her, climbing over her back to kiss her neck from behind. She reaches back to caress his body as his hands travel over hers, cupping her breasts, nimbly trailing up and down her belly.

Finally, one of his hands comes to a stop between her legs, pressing into her cotton dress, warming the bits beneath. Then she hears the raspy sound of a zipper being opened, and the soft swish of his pants sliding to the floor.

“I’ll take you from behind again,” he breathes, lifting her dress over her hips, pulling her panties down. “It’s the best position for the babies, according to my research.”

“Your research? Aren’t you thoughtful,” Talia jokes, before cutting off with a gasp when one of his roving hands reaches down to spread her wet lips wide.

“I’m thinking of the children,” he assures her. “Also, you need to make this morning up to me.”

“Wait, wha—?”

But before she can finish, he thrusts forward, driving deep into her. Talia cries out, filled by his girth. His hands find her swollen breasts and suddenly her mind can hold no more questions as his teeth dragging across her tender neck. Soon his thighs begin slapping against her behind as his thumbs rub circles around her extremely sensitive nipples.

“Oh…Aldrich!” Talia thinks of the homeless veteran in the castle, the cocky prince in the lagoon, and finally, her beloved Aldrich, the father of her children who is more than capable of fulfilling the fantasies she didn’t even know she had.

Her pleasure grows, mounting and cresting within her. Her head spins and she claws the fine linens, her body shuddering and her heart crying out with sweet, sweet relief as she finally gives in to her happily ever after.







***











EPILOGUE




One Year Later

For the first time in her life, Ella was wrong. Wrong about no one taking the throne from Aldrich.

Only a few weeks after negotiating a deal with the Terre d’Or farmers to turn half the island into a working farm resort, and the other half into all-inclusive luxury resort properties, Aldrich abdicated the throne, knowing full well it would put a permanent end to the country’s tradition of monarchy. According to the Victoire constitution, if a ruling leader abdicates when there are no apparent heirs, the government is shifted to a three-party democracy, and the next leader is chosen by popular vote.

However, when Aldrich announced his decision with a pregnant Talia by his side, the people responded in anger. They did not want him to go. Somehow, in giving Talia—dubbed “our Vickee” by the inhabitants of Terre d’Or—his pledge and negotiating a decent deal for the future of Terre d’Or, Aldrich managed to completely win the loyalty of his nation’s citizens.

Also, there was the matter of the royal wedding, which the tourism-dependent island was counting on for record profits.

The people wanted him to lead. Aldrich’s resignation was rejected, and by a landslide popular referendum, he was elected as sovereign prince of a constitutional monarchy.

Some say the people did it for Talia. Or because of her, because now, for the first time in the history of les Iles de la Victoire, a native Vickee reigns in the palace. Princess Talia. Even her feminist power suit mother couldn’t deny becoming a sovereign princess is an acceptable reason to drop out of law school. Both women firmly believe Talia will help so many more people in her current role than she ever could have as a corporate lawyer.

After the love affair between a prince and a commoner, the changing land negotiation for Terre d’Or, and the abdication and re-election of the same man, les Iles de la Victoire has become very popular in the news.

When Talia and her staff started planning the long delayed coronation, they found the guest list more than double what it was the year before. Not just because more locals had been invited (including the community in Papy’s village), but many international notables as well: European and African heads of state, movie stars, artists and musicians, Nobel Prize laureates, American politicians, and quite a few billionaires.

This year, the beauty brigade is set up in the master wing Talia now shares with Aldrich. Sebastian’s done his magic again, and Talia dons another custom-made gown by the same local designer who created her emerald green maternity frock. Taking a cue from her mother-in-law, Talia wears her hair down in a loose curly bun at her nape…a Vickee variation on an old European style.

She also decides to wear Yasmin’s emerald and diamond necklace to the new coronation. She and Aldrich figured they were breaking so many traditions, they should probably try to keep a few today.

Talia’s coronation dress is floor-length and strapless, with shimmering scales of pale yellow that bow out at her knees and trail behind her in a short train.

And even though photos of the twins have yet to be released to the media, their children are currently two of the most talked about babies in the world. Talia just hopes with her and Papy’s guidance, they can lead somewhat normal lives once the cacophony of weddings and coronations has died down.

Trailed by Pascal, she makes her way through the reception room, greeting arriving guests as they gather for the pre-ball reception. They’ve opened the entire first floor of the chateau this year, and men and women in formal attire pour onto the terrace and into the gardens.

Talia spots her mother, gloriously happy in a Versace gown.

“Hello everyone!” Talia calls out, joining Ella who is laughing between Hervé and Bernard. These days, she positively glows.

When her mother returned to the States last year, Ella was disbarred and divorced in a matter of months. She calls losing everything the best moment in her life. Now she lives in Paris, realizing a long-time dream of hers. And now that she’d been named the royal legal consultant, Ella plans to buy property in Les Iles de la Victoire, and move between Europe and the islands as her needs require.

“Oh! Don’t you look magnificent, darling! Sebastian has done it again,” Ella says to Talia.

The two men on either side of her nod enthusiastically.

“It doesn’t take much with you de Samuel women,” Bernard says, shooting Ella a warm smile.

“Why thank you, Bernard,” Ella says, returning his warm look.

“Indeed.” Hervé steps in front of the man who was recently appointed Victoire’s first prime minister to get Ella’s attention. “But a woman’s worth is not only in her looks, as you’ve taught me, Ella.”

“Oui,” Bernard agrees. “Ella has been blessed with an abundance of beauty and intelligence. I’ve always been amazed by your quick wit, Ella, even when we were sweethearts together on Terre d’Or.”

“Oui, oui, you never fail to remind us that you have this very little bit of history,” Hervé says, an irritated note in his voice.

“It was an important part of my life,” says Bernard. “Of both of our lives. I’ve always been very supportive of Ella. Isn’t that right, my dear?”

Ella smiles and quietly removes herself. “Let me walk you back stage, Talia. Help you with the grandbabies.”

As they leave the two men behind to glare at each other, Talia is in the very bizarre position of policing her mother’s love life. “Um, Mom? When are you going to put those two out of their misery and make a decision?”

“As soon as your father and his little bimbo leave,” Ella responds without missing a beat. “Til then, it doesn’t hurt to be seen with two men fighting over me.”

Talia laughs but warns, “Be careful. Bernard is a gentleman—as long as you don’t talk about his mama—but the duke…”

She trails off, thinking of vicious chess moves he pulled to not only remain part of the Terre d’Or deal, but also remain on the Sovereign Prince’s Council.

“Yes, I know exactly how the duke can be,” Ella says, her expression darkening. Leading Talia to wonder what kind of drama she’s missed during the lead up to the coronation.

But before she can ask, they’re interrupted by a loud voice shouting, “Girl, look at you!!!”

“Congresswoman Rustanov! I’m so glad you could come. I hope the journey wasn’t too difficult?” Talia says, leaning in to kiss the elegantly dressed woman on the cheek.

But Eva Rustanov wants nothing to do with formal pecks on the cheek. She drags Talia in for a bear hug as the woman squeals, “Your Highness! I was so thrilled to get your invitation! When Ella told me you were marrying a prince, well, I had to come and give my support.”

Talia is very grateful to Congresswoman Rustanov. Thanks to all her hard work, she was able to pull some strings to get Ella reinstated with the bar a few months ago. Which is why her mother hadn’t so much requested, as informed Talia that she was inviting Eva and her billionaire husband.

“Mom tells me you may be on the campaign trail again. But for a much bigger role?” A few weeks ago, Ella hinted to Talia that Eva was considering a run for President of the United States. Talia hoped this turned out to be the case. The congresswoman was hugely popular back home, and exactly what the country needed after the last few years of turmoil.

“Could be, could be,” Congresswoman Rustanov says. “We’re running it through the polls, checking our options. But between you and me, Ma’am, the numbers are very encouraging.”

The two women share a happy smile and clasp each other’s hands. “You’ll definitely have to hit me up for a donation after the announcement is made.”

“And an appearance,” Ella adds, ever her daughter’s PR manager even though Talia’s totally gone off plan.

“I definitely will,” Eva assures her. “And congratulations again, Ma’am. I really couldn’t be happier for you!”

Talia and Ella say goodbye to Eva before moving on to greet a bishop, a movie star, and the relatively young Cal-Mart CEO, Holt Calson, on their way to the anteroom serving as backstage for the ceremony.

When she closes the door behind her, Talia expects to find Papy fussing over the babies. He all but ripped them out of Talia’s arms after her pre-beauty brigade feeding and insisted to Nelly that he could tend to them until it was time for the big event. But instead, she finds Aldrich, pacing in circles with a sleeping twin in each arm, while Papy dozes on a nearby couch.

It’s a familiar sight these days. Running an island-wide charitable organization is hard work, and Papy is frequently sneaking in catnaps wherever and whenever he can.

But as for Aldrich… “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be schmoozing?” she whispers.

“Why bother? I know you are better at this than I am, as you are with so many things. I am okay to leave you to it,” he whispers with a devilish smile, looking like he’s gotten away with something. “Besides, I would much rather be here with the little ones.”

He carefully leans forward to drop a kiss on Talia’s lips. “You look amazing, by the way.”

“Thank you,” she says, too flattered to scold. Marriage hasn’t changed much between them, as it turns out. Al’s even better at disarming her with a compliment than he was back when they first met.

She reaches out and removes their daughter, Axelle, from her husband’s arms, tucking her into a custom-made baby sling commissioned for this evening. When she’s not dropping off to sleep, Axelle has laughing brown eyes, and patches of red hair. Al adjusts their sleeping son, Maxime, in his sling, the baby’s curly dark hair peeping out over the edge of the fabric. Talia smiles as she thinks about the boy’s laughing eyes…so much like Aldrich’s.

The two infants continue to sleep peacefully throughout the transfer. After all, they’re not missing much…just their father getting crowned Victoire’s first Sovereign Prince.

Talia reaches over and straightens Aldrich’s hair, smoothing the curls over his ear. She places a hand on his cheek. They can hear the heraldry play in the ballroom to signal that the guests have gathered and are waiting for their arrival.

“Ladies and gentlemen, distinguished guests and friends! Les Iles de la Victoire presents to you Prince and Princess de Chanval du Fort.”

A roar of less-than-polite applause commences. Talia quickly glances down at the bundle across her chest, and then at Aldrich’s sling. But no—the babies sleep on. Horns and cheering crowds are clearly no match for their afternoon nap.

Talia smiles over her daughter’s tiny head at the man beside her. A family just like he promised. He grips her hand, grinning.

“Happy?” he asks her, as the doors swing open, revealing hundreds of cheering people.

“Ever after,” she answers with a grin.

Then they walk out, together, as a very royal, very loving family.




***




If you fell in love with Aldrich and Talia, you should definitely check out the crazy epic story of Amber, Talia’s left behind best friend from law school…




This is the story of how Luca Ferraro became my husband. Then my ex. Then my….
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Sold to the highest bidder…



For the past fourteen years, Princess Antonella Rossi has been a virtual prisoner. She has no friends, no fun, and she’s not allowed to leave her aunt and uncle’s Virginia compound without an escort. 



But today is her wedding day. A rich sheikh has bought her virginity, and with it her freedom. Any hope of independence Ella’s ever cherished will disappear the instant she faces him across the altar. With time running out and the wedding party gathering, Ella seizes the opportunity to run as far and fast as she can.



Navy SEAL Cash “Money” McQuaid isn’t looking for trouble, but trouble always seems to find him. This time trouble is five foot four and wearing a wedding dress. Rescuing a runaway princess has consequences though, and with his face plastered on the evening news and his career on the line, he realizes there’s only one way out of this mess—he has to marry her!



It’s a marriage in name only, just until he can clear his name and win Ella the freedom she seeks. But shacking up with a gorgeous virgin isn’t as easy as it seems, especially when the sparks snapping between them are hotter and more dangerous than anything Cash has ever experienced. By the time he realizes it’s too late to resist his virgin bride, an unseen enemy is intent on taking her away from him. 



Cash is gonna need all his skills—and his friends on the Hostile Operations Team—in order to rescue his princess bride and give her the happily-ever-after she deserves. 



The Hostile Operations Team is a covert military Black Ops unit. Their motto is Where None Dare. H.O.T. operators come from all branches of the military. The only criteria for membership: they must be the best of the best!








CHAPTER ONE




She feared she couldn’t go through with it.

Antonella Rossi gazed at herself in the mirror, her wedding veil pinned to the glittering crown on her head. Her eyes glistened with sudden tears. She did not recognize herself. Who was this girl with the ruby-red lips, the smoky eyes, and the winking jewels at her throat?

For fourteen years, she’d lived in the shadows—not because she’d wanted to, but because she’d had to. When her cousins were wearing the latest fashions and getting their hair and makeup done at salons that cost a fortune, she’d been left behind. What was acceptable for her cousins was deemed too extravagant for her.

So she’d holed up in her room, reading books and dreaming of the day when she would be old enough to make her own decisions.

She hadn’t realized that day would never come to pass.

In twenty minutes, she was marrying a complete stranger and jetting off to a foreign land so that her aunt and uncle and cousins could continue to enjoy themselves here in Virginia with their fifty-acre estate, their wine cellars, their racehorses, and their busy social calendar.

Apparently, being the exiled royal family of Capriolo was an expensive job—and they were running out of money.

Ella was the expendable one. For sale to the highest bidder. The sheikh with a penchant for virgins had won out against the other men they’d tried to sell her to. She didn’t know what he’d promised them, but she knew it had to be something akin to the moon.

If only she weren’t a virgin, he wouldn’t have wanted her. He’d have moved on to someone else, and maybe Ella could have had a life of her own choosing someday.

A hard rap at the door made her jump.

“Ella!” her cousin Luciana snapped. “It’s nearly time. Get out here and stop being so spineless.”

“I’ll be out in a minute,” she called. “Fixing my veil.”

“Hurry up then. Sheikh Fahd is getting impatient.”

The name made her shiver. She’d tried not to think of the sheikh too much, but she was soon going to have to face him at the altar. He was more than twice her age—fifties or so—and while he’d been pleasant enough, there was something about him that unnerved her. Perhaps it was the gleam in his eyes when he’d talked about how he would be gentle with her when he bedded her the first time. Or perhaps it was the hooded hawk that a servant carried around behind the sheikh. She felt sorry for the bird and afraid of it at the same time. What kind of man demanded that he be accompanied by a hooded raptor in polite company?

Her stomach twisted. No, she couldn’t do it. She wouldn’t do it. If she did, she’d be like that hawk. Hooded, controlled, a possession to be paraded.

Before she could change her mind, she ripped the crown and veil from her head and set them on the counter. Then she unclasped the jewels and left them too. There was no time to change from the white satin gown with the seed pearls and Swarovski crystals sewn into the bodice. She lifted the heavy skirts adorned with acres of lace and swished toward the exit.

She pressed her ear to the door to listen. Then she opened it carefully and peeked out. The hall was clear. Her cousin had gone back outside to the garden where the ceremony was to take place.

Ella hurried down the hall, her skirts sliding silkily together. There wasn’t a lot of time. She reached the front entrance without running into a soul, thank God. Her heart pounded in her throat as she considered her next move.

Outside lay a long stretch of lawn and tall wrought iron gates that closed off the estate from the road. There would be security guards.

And she was in a wedding gown. Ella frowned. She shot a glance over her shoulder. The house remained empty, but it would not for long. Everyone was in the back garden, beneath the tent set up for the occasion. If she didn’t show up soon, they would come looking for her. She had to go. Now.

She yanked the door open. Rain fell lightly onto the steps. She gathered her skirts and stepped outside. Two valets stood off to the side, intent upon the cars and whatever animated conversation they were having.

She thought of her uncle—of what he would do today with a wedding on the estate. There would be guards at the main gate, checking IDs. She couldn’t go that way.

Unless she drove out. She stood, thinking. Yes, driving was the way to go. If the guards gave her any trouble, she could just keep driving until they got out of the way.

She knew from experience of previous gatherings on the estate that the keys were in each car. All she had to do was choose one on the farthest edge of the parking area and steal it.

Heart in her throat, Ella made her way down the stairs as the rain picked up. The valets still hadn’t stopped talking as she ducked between a row of cars and crept toward the end. She had to get the last car. A car that faced out. And she had to pray it was not a standard transmission.

When she reached the last car in line, she opened the door and slipped inside. Her skirts were heavy with rain and awkward, but she piled them inside, balling them up beneath her, and locked the doors. The car was a Mercedes.

And there was no key. Simply a button. Her stomach flipped. Now what?

She’d only ever driven golf carts around the estate. But a car couldn’t be much different. Except for this push-button thing.

She pressed it—and nothing happened. She glanced up in a panic as the rain began to beat down on the car. The valets were nowhere to be seen. Ella ripped open the glove compartment and found the car manual. After a few moments, she found what she wanted.

She put her foot on the brake, pressed the pedal, and the car purred to life. Another quick check of the manual and she had the car in gear, easing it out of the line. She spun the wheel toward the gates and pressed the gas.

The car lurched, but she didn’t give up. She found the sweet spot and it rolled smoothly—if slowly—down the drive. The windshield wipers came on automatically, shoving the rain away. She was glad for that.

There were two guards at the gate, but neither of them tried to stop her. The rain was hard enough now that all they must have seen was a car with a woman inside. She eased through the wrought iron gates, her skin clammy with sweat, and came to a stop at the road. She didn’t know which way to go.

A glance in the rearview revealed one of the guards sprinting toward her. Ella panicked and spun the wheel left while pressing the gas. The tires spun and the wheel jerked.

“Please,” she begged. “Please don’t make me go back.”

The tires stopped spinning and the car shot forward. She held on for dear life and prayed she didn’t go into the ditch.

Because if she got caught—if they dragged her back to marry Sheikh Fahd—her life was over.




***











CHAPTER TWO




“Pussy whipped,” Cash “Money” McQuaid said as he drove down a country road. Rain pounded the windshield of his Mustang GT. The trees swayed in the wind. He hoped the sudden storm passed as quickly as it had arrived.

On the other end of the line, Cody “Cowboy” McCormick snorted. “Dude, call it what you want, but no way in hell am I giving up three days of my life to fish with you when I could be in bed with my lady. No offense.”

“Not offended. I’ll catch all the fish on my own. Don’t need you or Cage to help me.”

The three of them used to take this trip together, but now it was just him. Remy “Cage” Marchand was married and Cowboy was on his way to the altar. Cash shook his head. Dumb fuckers. Not that he didn’t think Christina and Miranda were worthy of his boys—he totally did—but shit happened and people changed. One day it could all go to hell. And then what?

“Thought you were asking Camel on this one.”

Alex “Camel” Kamarov was the team sniper. “Fucker hates fish. Can you believe it?”

Cowboy laughed. “Sorry, man. Next time, okay? Miranda wasn’t supposed to be in town but her assignment was canceled. Can’t refuse a gift like that.”

“Pussy whipped.”

“You can’t piss me off, Money. Have fun. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Like what? It’s fishing, not fucking.”

“They’ve got bars in the Shenandoahs. And waitresses.”

“Since when do I go barhopping on a fishing trip?”

“You might get bored out there all alone.”

Cash rolled his eyes. “I’m fine, mom. Now go hold Miranda’s purse and ask her if you can have your balls back.”

“One of these days I’m going to enjoy watching you fall for a woman. Then we’ll see who’s pussy whipped.”

“Not happening.”

“Never say never.”

“Yeah, I’m saying it.”

Up ahead, a car sat haphazardly on the side of the road. Another car partially blocked the road in front of it. It was the woman in a wedding gown who drew his eye first. Her wet hair clung to her face as she spun on her heel and started to run. A man sprinted after her, catching her by the waist and throwing her against the car.

Every one of Cash’s hackles leaped to attention. There was something very wrong about the situation. It was more than a bride and groom having an argument on their wedding day. He’d bet his left nut on that.

“Gotta go. Talk to you later.”

He didn’t wait for a reply before punching the button on his steering wheel to end the call. He skidded to a stop and flung the door open as the man advanced on the woman again.

“You guys need help?” he called, reaching for the Glock he’d left on the seat as he unfolded himself from the driver’s side. He tucked it into the Kydex holster wedged against his body as he started toward the couple.

The man spun around. The woman’s gaze jerked to Cash as he advanced. She looked terrified. His protective instincts flared. He’d spent his life removing that hunted look from people’s faces, and he couldn’t ignore it now. Cool rain dripped into his face, soaked through his clothes as he sized up the situation.

“No, we don’t need help,” the man said harshly. “This is none of your business.”

“Aw, man,” Cash drawled as adrenaline pumped into his veins. “Those are just the words to make me think it is my business.” He fixed his gaze on the woman. She looked cold and scared. “Are you okay, ma’am?”

She had dark hair and dark eyes. Her cherry lips parted. The lower one trembled. “No.”

Before Cash could say anything, the man drew a .45. Cash stopped moving. He had the Glock within reach, but he didn’t draw. Not yet.

“I’m not hurting her. I’m taking her back to her wedding.”

Fury boiled inside him. “Looks like she doesn’t want to get married, boss. Maybe you should accept her decision.”

The asshole made a show of the pistol. Cash shook his head. “You don’t want to do that. Not to me.”

“Yeah, I think I do. Get back in your car and keep driving.”

Cash stood for a moment. All he’d wanted was a quiet fishing trip. Not this bullshit. “All right. Think I’ll do just that.”

He climbed inside the Mustang and slammed the door. Then he revved the engine, released the brake, and shot toward the asshole. The man hadn’t been expecting it, so his aim was off. He fired, but the bullet ricocheted off the top of the quarter panel on the passenger side. Cash might’ve eased up a bit if not for that. Dude fucking shot his car, so Cash didn’t stop and the man had to dive out of the way or get flattened.

The Mustang slid to a halt and Cash jumped out. He was on the dude in half a second, disarming him and knocking him out with an uppercut to the jaw. “That’s for ruining my paint, asshole.”

Cash got to his feet with the .45, ejecting the magazine and clearing the chamber before tossing the full mag into the muddy water flowing through the ditch beside the road. He dropped the weapon next to the guy’s head and held out his hand to the woman. She hadn’t moved from where she’d plastered herself against the Mercedes.

“I suggest you come with me. Before this guy wakes up.”

She hesitated for a long moment. And then she seemed to make up her mind. “Yes,” she said, putting her hand in his. Her voice had the barest hint of an accent, but he couldn’t place it.

He escorted her over to the Mustang and opened the door for her. He piled her mud-splattered skirts into the car, surprised at how heavy they were. It was only when he was shifting them around so they’d fit that he realized she was barefooted.

Her eyes met his and something jolted inside him. “Where are your shoes?”

“In the ditch, I think. They’re not important.”

He glanced over. There was no sign of any shoes in the swirling water. He shut the door, then went around and got into the driver’s side. Within moments, he’d maneuvered them around the car that blocked the road. He wiped the water from his face and flipped on the heat. Not for him, but for her. Her teeth were chattering and her body shook, vibrating the seat beneath her.

“Where do you want me to take you?”

He could feel her eyes on him and he glanced at her. She was wide-eyed. “I… I don’t know.”

“Family? Friends?” Though maybe they were all at the wedding. Still, they’d have to know it wasn’t going down by now.

She shook her head. “There’s no one.”

“You’re dressed like that and there’s no one?” It was possible, he supposed.

“No.”

“I can take you to the sheriff’s department. They’ll help you get this sorted out. Get you back home.”

“No!” The panic in her voice made him gape at her. She swallowed. “No police. Please.”

Okay, going to have to take this one slow. He pulled in a breath and hit the mental reset button. Nice and easy, Cash. Don’t spook her.

“My name’s Cash. What’s yours?”

She hesitated. “Ella.”

“Okay, Ella. Look, nobody’s going to force you to go back to him. But the police can make sure you get home safely. You can file a restraining order against him. And then you can get back to your life and move on, right?”

“I…” She dropped her chin and shook her head. “I have nowhere to go. And I wasn’t marrying that man. I was marrying someone else, but I ran away. That was one of my uncle’s security people. He caught up to me—it wasn’t hard since I’m not much of a driver—and ran me off the road. If you take me to the sheriff’s department, they’ll take me back to my uncle. And I’ll be forced to marry Sheikh Fahd before the day is over.”

A prickle of unease slid down Cash’s spine. “Sheikh Fahd?”

He knew that name. The man was a Qu’rimi oil magnate and a cousin to the king of Qu’rim. He was also rumored to support the Freedom Force, the terrorist group that backed the rebels in the Qu’rimi civil war. There was no proof of that connection, but there’d been some chatter in intelligence circles.

“It’s not important. What’s important is that I don’t want to go back. I can’t pay you, but if you’ll help me hide for a few days, I’m sure the sheikh will leave.”

He was still struggling to understand how this wisp of a girl was supposed to be marrying Sheikh Fahd. She couldn’t be more than twenty. Maybe twenty-one. Clearly she came from money. Fahd wouldn’t marry a waitress he met in a bar. This woman was someone. But who?

“This is America. Nobody can force you to get married. Just tell them you’ve changed your mind.”

She shook her head. “You don’t know my uncle. Or the sheikh. If I go back, I’ll be married before nightfall.” She sucked in a breath. “I-I can’t give you money to help me. But I can give you something else. If you want it.”

He frowned. He didn’t want money. Or anything. But he was curious what she was offering. “What’s that?”

She bit her cherry-red lower lip, her lashes dropping over her dark eyes. “My virginity.”

Cash nearly choked on his own tongue. He shot her a glance. She still wasn’t looking at him. “Are you fucking serious?”

She lifted her lashes. The look in her eyes made him want to kick himself. He didn’t even know her and he hated that he’d hurt her.

“You aren’t interested?”

He gripped the wheel. Hard. What the hell was he supposed to say now? Whatever it was, he got the impression he needed to tread carefully.

“It’s not that you aren’t attractive, Ella. But I don’t expect payment. I helped you out because it was the right thing to do.”

She twisted the bejeweled fabric of her skirt in one small hand. “And now? Will you still help me, or do you plan to drop me at the sheriff’s department and wash your hands of me?”

Shit. It’s what he wanted to do. No doubt about it. But what if she was right and turning her over resulted in her marriage to Sheikh Fahd taking place anyway? Cash knew he wasn’t going to take that chance. She might be crazy or exaggerating—but if there was any chance she really could be forced to marry against her will, then he wasn’t putting her in that position.

“Jesus,” he bit out, staring straight ahead at the rain coming down. He still had two hours to drive before he reached the fishing cabin. It was isolated, sitting on a mountain and surrounded by woods and streams. Nobody would think to look for her there. And he’d have a couple of days to figure out alternatives.

“Yeah, fine,” he said. “I’ll help.”

“Thank you.”

She slumped in the seat and a shot of anger ricocheted through him. Not at her, but at the situation that would make this woman trust a stranger with her life rather than return to her family. It wasn’t right. Or normal.

What the fuck was he supposed to do with her in three days when the fishing trip was through? Hell, what was he supposed to do with her now?

Not take her virginity, that’s for damned sure. He had a policy about virgins: hell to the NO. Because virgins hadn’t yet figured out how relationships worked—i.e., they wanted one. He did not. Relationships were superficial at best, and he wasn’t about to pretend there could ever be more.

No matter what his teammates thought about it, love wasn’t real. At least not for him. Cowboy could cuddle up with Miranda all day long and convince himself he needed her more than he needed to breathe, but Cash knew the truth—if she left him tomorrow, he’d eventually get over her and find someone else.

Love was a con. And Cash wasn’t playing.
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CHAPTER THREE




Ella was in shock. Sort of. Yes, it was her own choices that had gotten her here, but when she’d run away from the estate, she hadn’t expected to find herself in a car with a stranger, begging him not to take her to the authorities.

What did you expect, Ella?

Yes, what had she expected? That she’d drive away from the estate and… do what? She had no money, no ID, and no cell phone. Where would she have gone? Who would let her stay in a hotel when she had no ID or means to support herself? The scheme had been doomed from the moment she’d hatched it in the bathroom. She was woefully unprepared—and would even now be on her way back to the estate if not for this man.

Ella chewed her bottom lip, then stopped when she heard her aunt’s voice in her head. Stop that right this instant. You’re a princess, not a commoner. You must learn poise and grace.

Poise. Grace.

Ella wanted to snort. What did she need those for if she was only ever going to be locked away from the world? Her cousins were permitted more freedom than she’d ever had. Her life was almost a cliché—the mean aunt and uncle, the evil cousins, nobody who loved her or looked out for her. If they’d forced her to sleep in a closet under the stairs, she could have at least dreamed of getting a letter from a magic school and being freed her from her humdrum existence. For part of the year anyway.

But they hadn’t gone that far. They’d given her a big room of her own, exquisitely furnished, and then reminded her every day for the past fourteen years what a burden and a drain on their finances she was.

Ella sucked in a calming breath and clasped her hands on her wet lap as she took stock of the situation. The dress was soaked. Ruined. It was a gorgeous creation, but not to her taste. It was ostentatious and heavy and she wanted out of it.

But she hated that she’d ruined it. Someone—or several someones—had worked hard to make this dress beautiful. And it was arguably the most expensive thing her aunt and uncle had ever bought her.

She reached for the vent and turned it toward her. Cash—she was still processing his name, testing it out in her mind—had turned the heat on. She didn’t know why he’d done it, but she was thankful he had. He didn’t look cold at all. As if to emphasize that fact, he flipped the middle vent, which was still pointing at him, toward her.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Sure.”

She slanted a look at his face, and her stomach did a slow tumble thing that she was trying to get used to. She knew he was tall from the confrontation with her uncle’s security man. He was also lean, his body packed with muscle that popped and flexed as he moved. She’d watched him back there, and she’d been mesmerized by the grace and beauty of him.

But it was his face that made it hard to breathe.

It was a perfect face, symmetrical, with a sculpted jaw and high cheekbones. His eyes were green, rimmed in black. It made them stand out against that perfectly beautiful face. His hair was a deep, rich chocolate color, wavy and full. His mouth invited all sorts of thoughts that made her skin prickle with heat.

Ella’s belly clenched. She might be a sheltered virgin, but she’d read books and she’d viewed a few porn videos. Her aunt had considered that the best way to educate her about sex. Ella’s belly had clenched in much the same way the first time she’d watched a man and woman have sex on-screen.

She shook herself and turned to look out the window as the rain fell and obscured the fields in the distance.

“We need to get you out of that dress,” he said, his voice all growly and deep, and she nearly jumped a mile out of her skin.

Was he interested after all? She’d been taught that men prized virginity. Perhaps he’d changed his mind. Which made her heart start to hammer.

“I, uh, yes,” she said helplessly. Because she’d offered. And because if she wasn’t a virgin anymore, then Sheikh Fahd would not want her. She could do this. She could. It was the best idea.

“We’ll need to find a place to stop and get you some clothes and shoes,” he continued, and her heartbeat slowed a fraction.

So he wasn’t planning seduction after all. And why had she expected it? She must look like the proverbial drowned rat. Her hair had been coiffed and piled on her head with exquisite care, the crown set just so and pinned into place. She’d jerked the crown from her head and mussed her hair then. But that was nothing like the moment she’d been tugged into the rain by her uncle’s security man.

Her hair was plastered to her head. Ropes of it dripped down her face, sticking to her cheeks. She pushed it back carefully and started feeling for pins. At least she could remove them and finger-comb her hair. It would dry faster that way.

“That would be good,” she replied.

“There’s a Walmart in the next town. We’ll stop there.”

“Thank you.” She’d never been inside a Walmart. How exciting! But her excitement was short-lived as she thought about buying anything. Ella balled her hand into a fist. “I’m afraid I don’t have any money.”

Cash shot her a glance. “Didn’t think you did. Not many women tuck credit cards into their cleavage on their wedding day.”

“Maybe more should,” she grumbled. Not that she had a credit card to tuck anywhere. Or any cash, come to think of it. Hell, she didn’t even possess her own ID card—no driver’s license or government ID—or passport. She had a passport, but her uncle kept it in his safe.

“It’s okay. I’ve got it.”

“I’ll pay you back.” Somehow.

“I’m sure you will.”

“I really will. Honest.”

“It’s not designer shit, okay?” There was a hint of amusement in his voice. It made her feel better. “You’ll pay me when you can. I’m not worried.”

She finished pulling pins from her hair. There was a nice pile on her lap. She combed her fingers through her hair and shook it out. Cash reached behind her seat before shoving a cloth in her hands.

“It’s clean,” he said. “I keep it in here for drying the car after a wash, but I haven’t used it yet. Go ahead.”

She wrapped the soft cloth around her hair and squeezed. It soaked up a surprising amount of water. She dried her face and arms with it too, then squeezed her hair again.

The heater was doing a nice job and she was starting to finally feel warm.

“Well, shit.” Cash was looking in the rearview mirror, his jaw set in a hard line. Ella spun to see what the trouble was.

A black SUV bore down on them, lights flashing. Her heart dropped to her toes and her belly turned to ice.

“Don’t let them take me,” she blurted out, grabbing his arm. It was a solid arm. Hard.

He seemed to be considering something. Maybe he was thinking about turning her over anyway. Letting her uncle drag her back to Sheikh Fahd. Ella’s life flashed before her eyes as she considered what the next few hours might look like.

In the next instant, the car accelerated so hard she was pressed against the seat back. If he’d been thinking about turning her over, he’d clearly decided against it. Cash gripped the wheel with both hands, looking angry and determined at the same time. She prayed he didn’t change his mind anytime soon.

The road was wet, the rain pelting against the windshield. She didn’t know how he could see. Ella closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, praying that she made it out of this alive. She was too young to die. There was too much she hadn’t experienced.

Love. Freedom. Sex.

“Hang on,” Cash said a second before time stood still.

The car swung hard, the back end spinning beneath them as the front end gripped the blacktop. Ella couldn’t open her mouth to scream even if she wanted to. Her eyes stayed screwed tight.

The car jerked hard and then shot forward again as if someone had lit a fuse and it’d been propelled from a cannon. Ella finally managed to open her eyes. The rain was no better, but the man beside her drove as if he knew exactly where he was going. As if he had X-ray vision. The engine roared as if possessed, screaming at high speed along country roads that should have refused to let it pass.

She didn’t know how long they drove like that or how many turns they made, but eventually Cash whipped onto a road that seemed to appear out of nowhere. It was well hidden by the woods lining either side of the road for miles. It was obviously a driveway, but you’d have to be looking for it to find it. Otherwise you’d drive right by and never know you’d done it.

Ella gripped the center console and the door for support as they rocked over bumps in the track. Eventually they reached a clearing where a small house sat. Beyond the house, a river swelled with rain. It rushed angrily along the banks, the white water swirling and bubbling.

Ella’s belly twisted as she considered the situation. She was alone in this remote place with a stranger. A man who might not be any better than those she’d run from. She’d already told him she was a virgin. What if he had sex with her and then killed her? He could dump her in that river and nobody would know.

Stop.

As if he’d sensed the word in her head, Cash brought the car to a halt. He swung around to look at her, his brows drawn low over those incredible eyes. Eyes that sparked with anger.

“All right, Ella—out with it. Who the hell are you?”
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CHAPTER FOUR




Her dark eyes widened. She swallowed, blinking rapidly.

“I… uh… I…” She closed her eyes and clasped her hands in her lap. It was a calming gesture, and Cash felt a rush of guilt that he’d scared her. But holy hell, that had not been a fun escape. Whoever’d been in that SUV had been determined.

He’d figured she had to be somebody, marrying the sheikh, but hell, that could mean anything. The fact someone was after her within moments of his rescuing her from the first guy meant they wanted her back pretty badly.

Which meant she was probably more than a lovely, connected woman marrying a wealthy foreign national.

“Spit it out, Ella.”

“My full name is Antonella Maria Rossi. My family is, uh, Italian by heritage. I was born in Italy though my family is from the sovereign island of Capriolo. We are all Capriolan. I came to live with my aunt and uncle fourteen years ago when my parents were killed in a car accident. They—my aunt and uncle—arranged the marriage with Sheikh Fahd.”

“Without your consent.”

“Consent is not necessary in my home country.”

“We aren’t in your home country.”

She nodded. “No, we aren’t. My mother was American, by the way. I’m fairly certain she married my father out of love.”

Love. Cash didn’t scoff, though he wanted to. Judging by Ella’s gown and the fact she was marrying Sheikh Fahd, money was involved. A lot of money. Which meant her mother’d had incentive to marry her father too.

“You want to marry for love.”

She dropped her gaze, her fingers fiddling with the lace on her gown. “I do.”

Cash resisted the urge to roll his eyes, but only barely.

Ella’s dark eyes blazed as she lifted her lashes. Her expression hardened. “But not yet. I want to make my own choices, live my own life. When I’m ready, I’ll choose my own husband. I don’t think he should be chosen for me.”

Cash tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. This whole fucking trip had gone sideways, and all because he’d had to pick up a bride. A runaway bride. It would have been funny if not for the fact some asshole had shot a hole in his Mustang—a car he was still paying for, dammit—and another group of assholes had then tried to run him off the road.

“Look, I’m not a miracle worker. I can give you a place to stay for a couple of days. I’ll help you figure out a plan if you want. But I’m not risking my life for you, got it? If someone comes looking for you here, I’m not standing in the way.”

Guilt slashed through him, but dammit, he wasn’t here to risk his life for this woman. She didn’t want to go through with an arranged marriage. He got that. He didn’t blame her, but it wasn’t his job to get between her and her family. They’d been a little heavy-handed in their pursuit of her, but he wasn’t sure she was in any real danger.

Color flared in her cheeks. “I understand.”

He tipped his chin toward the house. “There’s a key under the seat of that rocker on the porch. Let yourself in while I hide the car.”

The color drained from her face. “Don’t leave me out here. Please. I don’t have a phone—I don’t even know where we are. If you leave, I’ll—”

“I’m not leaving, Ella. But I can’t leave the car sitting in the open either. They obviously know to look for a black Mustang GT.”

Hell, by now they had his plate number too. The original guard wouldn’t have gotten it because Cash only had a plate in the rear, but the people in the SUV would have gotten a good look. Shit.

She opened the car door and gave him a long look. “I’m counting on you.”

Then she hefted herself and her monstrosity of a dress out of the car. He’d gotten her as close to the porch as he could. She climbed the steps and he focused on her slim ankles and her bare, muddy feet. When she reached the top, she went over to the rocker. A moment later she had the key. She held it up and he nodded. Then he squeezed the gas and eased the car over to the shed built a little distance away. If he was lucky, he’d find a tarp or something inside. Then he could cover the car and hope nobody came looking for her.

Because he would turn her over if they did. He’d risked enough already. He wasn’t risking more.
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Ella watched him drive away, her heart pounding. But he didn’t go far. There was a shed a few yards distant and he parked beside it. Then he got out of the car and went into the structure. She stood undecided for a second and then turned and went over to insert the key into the lock.

If he’d intended to leave her here, he wouldn’t be cautious about it. He’d simply drive away. Besides, she was tired and cold and she wanted out of all these acres of wet satin and lace.

She opened the door and stopped just inside. The house was rustic but pretty. Wood paneling covered every last inch of the interior, and the ceiling soared into a point over the living area. Windows covered the entire wall from floor to ceiling, and a deck jutted out from the house.

The view, commanded by the river, was gorgeous. The trees were a beautiful second. They were lush and full, their leaves that bright shade of new green that heralded spring. There was a dock that squatted over the river, and a lift with a boat on it. For a moment, her heart was full as she stared at the scenery.

Free.

That was the word that came to mind, and yet it wasn’t quite right. She wasn’t free. Not yet. She was, in fact, in a worse position than she’d first imagined when she’d ripped off that crown and escaped the house.

No money, no clothes, no identification—and nowhere to go. Only the kindness of a stranger had gotten her this far—and his kindness had a hard limit, which he’d told her only moments ago.

If her uncle’s security men showed up here, it was all over. She didn’t really blame him. He’d gotten shot at and chased, and now he had to put up with her. She was still a burden, but for Cash instead of her aunt and uncle.

Dammit, why couldn’t she do anything right?

Ella walked into the room, rubbing her hands over her arms. She was cold and wet and very disheartened. There was a fireplace, a huge stone thing that perched against one wall. She looked at the wood piled in the box next to the hearth. She didn’t even know how to start a fire.

Useless, Ella. You are useless.

The door swung open and she whirled. Cash stalked inside, carrying a duffel bag and a handful of plastic grocery bags. He kicked the door closed and went over to put everything except the duffel on the kitchen island.

He started taking stuff from the bags and putting it into the refrigerator. “I was supposed to make this trip with two buddies,” he said, dropping a bag of potato chips on the island. “Grocery shopping is always my task.” He shot her a wry look. “Seems I’m incapable of buying for only one person.”

“I see that,” she said as he kept putting things away.

He shrugged. “I like to cook. And whatever I don’t use, I take home again. No big deal.”

“You like to cook?” She didn’t know how to cook. She’d never been allowed to learn. That’s what servants were for, according to her aunt.

“Well, I like to eat. Cooking seemed like the next step if I didn’t want to eat takeout my whole life.”

“Is this your house?”

“It belongs to a friend.”

He frowned as she drifted closer. She realized he was looking at her hands. Specifically at the way she kept rubbing her arms.

“You’re cold.”

“A little.”

“You should take a hot shower. Or a bath. This place has a Jacuzzi tub. You can soak for a while if you like.”

“I would like that a lot.”

He nodded toward a hallway. “You can take the master. That’s where the tub is. I’ll bunk in one of the other rooms.”

Ella hesitated. “I need, uh, I need help…” She couldn’t stop her gaze from dropping away. “There are a lot of buttons.”

His movements stilled. He didn’t say anything for a long moment. When his gaze finally met hers, she wasn’t certain if it was frustration or something else coloring his expression.

“I guess you can’t very well reach behind your back, can you?”

Ella glanced over her shoulder. “I could get a few in the middle maybe. But not the top. Maybe if you just start it, I can finish?”

He sighed and wadded the grocery bags into a ball before stuffing them away in a drawer. “No, that’s all right. I can unbutton you. Unless you want me to slice them away—be quicker.”

Ella shook her head. “No. I mean I know the dress is very likely ruined already, but I can’t willfully cut into it.”

He frowned and then laughed. “So you can stomp through mud and get soaked in a rainstorm, but you can’t harm the dress on purpose? Sounds a little crazy, don’t you think?”

“Probably so.” She gazed at the wet lace. “But it took a lot of work, you know? Someone spent time sewing the beads on, and the buttons. It needs a good cleaning, but it’ll be all right.”

“I can’t believe you care about that dress. Seems like you’d think of it as the memory of your near-marriage to the sheikh.”

She blinked. “It’s not the dress’s fault. Someone else may get joy out of it. You never know.”

It was his turn to blink. “That dress probably cost a fortune, and you want to drop it at a thrift shop or something?”

She hadn’t quite thought of that—but why not? “That sounds like a good idea. They’ll clean it up. Someone will enjoy it.”

He shook his head. “Turn around, Ella.”

She did as he commanded. And then she held her breath, waiting for the feel of his fingers against her skin. But he didn’t touch her. Not for a long moment.

She shot him a look over her shoulder. “Is there something wrong?”

He was staring at her back, at the junction of her shoulder blades beneath the silk. He cleared his throat and lifted his hands. “No, nothing.”

His fingers were warm as they made quick work of her buttons. Her skin tingled beneath the onslaught in a way that surprised her. The porn leaped to her mind and she thought of the way the man had caressed the woman’s back before sliding his erect penis into her wet folds.

So erotic, that memory. The woman had been shaven clean, and the sight of all that male flesh disappearing inside her had both amazed and aroused Ella. How had she taken it all? How had she stood it?

But the male flesh disappeared again and again, and the woman moaned and thrashed her body against the man. Then she stiffened and cried out, and the man pumped harder. All Ella could see was his thickness sliding in and out, in and out. Rasping tender flesh. Dragging feelings from deep within. She hadn’t thought of any of that with Sheikh Fahd, but now she couldn’t quite stop herself.

She bit her lip, and Cash’s fingers stopped moving against her back. She didn’t say a word, didn’t move. He didn’t speak either. Then he took a step closer, and for a moment she could feel his hard body ghosting against the back of hers, so light as to not even be a touch at all.

But it was most definitely a touch. She started to lean back out of instinct, but two broad hands fixed on her shoulders and stopped her. They were strong hands. Insistent hands.

“That should be good enough,” he said, his voice huskier than it had been. “Go shower, Ella. Take your time, and I’ll cook something to eat.”

She nodded as heat crept into her cheeks. It wasn’t the heat of arousal though. It was the heat of embarrassment. Had he known what she’d been thinking?

Oh God.

She clutched the dress to her chest as she followed his directions to the master bedroom. Once she found the bathroom, she ran hot water and discarded the gown in a heap on the floor. Then she stepped inside the steamy tub and sank down in it until she could sink no more without drowning.

Though maybe drowning was a good idea after all. At least she wouldn’t have to face Cash again.
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CHAPTER FIVE




Holy shit. Cash watched Ella walk away, then turned and went back into the kitchen with his heart thudding in his chest in a way he wasn’t quite accustomed to. He liked—no, loved—women. Loved sex. And he was pretty good at it too.

But what he wasn’t good at was the emotional component. He could rock a woman’s world with his tongue, fuck her into oblivion with his cock, but he didn’t do the emotional stuff.

Ella Rossi needed the emotional component. He’d been unbuttoning her dress, revealing creamy skin and reminding himself that she was a virgin. But he’d noticed something as he’d kept going.

Arousal. Hers.

Because he wasn’t an idiot, and he could tell when a woman was getting excited. The shivers and shudders. The soft inhalation of her breath. And that moan there at the end, the barely uttered sound that had made all the hackles on his neck rise as if he were a predator scenting prey.

If he’d turned her around in his arms, she’d have gone limp. He could have kissed her. Could have peeled that dress right off her body and explored every inch of her.

Which he was not going to do. No way. No how. She was a virgin, and he was allergic to virgins. He’d learned that lesson a long time ago. No initiating a woman into sex for the first time. It gave them ideas.

He adjusted his cock—yeah, it was hard—and walked over to the kitchen to start something for dinner. It was still early, not quite five, but it’d been a while since he’d eaten and he figured Ella was hungry too.

He took out some chicken, pasta, and mushrooms. He’d make chicken marsala for dinner. It was a good seduction dinner. One that had served him well in the past.

No. He stopped in midgrab of the chicken and shoved it back into the refrigerator. He was not cooking a seduction dinner for this strange—and strangely appealing—woman. Instead, he grabbed the pasta and some butter, cream, and parmesan. He’d make an Alfredo sauce. Plain enough and delicious. He’d picked up some shrimp, so he’d put those in there too—

And, shit, that was also a good seduction dinner. Shrimp Alfredo, bread, butter and good olive oil.

Fuck me.

Cash hesitated for a long moment but finally grabbed the ingredients anyway. He wasn’t planning a seduction, and they needed to eat. He’d have cooked this for the guys, though he’d also have cooked hamburgers and steaks. But he liked the grill for those, and it was still raining outside.

So pasta it was. Not seduction.

He got busy putting water in a pot for the pasta, getting out a skillet for the sauce, and heating the oven for the bread. It took all of twenty minutes. He hesitated, fists on hips, wondering if he should start cooking or wait for her to emerge again.

He would have turned on the television, but he knew there was no signal right now. This cabin belonged to the second-in-command of HOT, Lieutenant Colonel Alex “Ghost” Bishop, and Ghost had told him that the satellite wouldn’t work if it was raining hard. This was Cash’s second trip up here, and he knew that was true.

He and Cowboy and Cage had stayed here once before, a few months ago. Before that, they’d stayed in a dive of a cabin a bit farther along the river. When Ghost offered this place, they’d jumped on it. It was much nicer than they’d expected. Ghost said it was a family property and refused to take any rent for it. Free was better than cheap, at least in this instance, so Cash and his buds planned to come here often.

Except here he was. Alone. Or not alone but with a surprisingly sensual virgin who’d managed to give him a hard-on by doing nothing at all.

Geez. He wasn’t desperate. He’d spent the past few nights with a cute dental hygienist he’d met at the grocery store. He’d have thought for sure he wasn’t ready for sex for a few days yet. Not that he would turn down a good lay if it came his way, but it wasn’t precisely front of mind at the moment. Or at least it hadn’t been.

He shoved a hand through his hair and turned back to the stove. The stick of butter sat waiting for him to put it in the pan. But once he did that, the sauce would cook quick. Butter, cream, parmesan. Toss with the pasta and, boom, dinner.

He flipped on the burner for the pasta water. Then he went to set the table. He didn’t light the candle sitting in the middle of it, nor did he pull out the cloth napkins from the drawer he knew they rested in. Nope, this chick was getting a paper towel. Hell, if this place had plastic cutlery, he’d have given her that too. And a paper plate.

Instead, he had to make do with stainless steel and porcelain.

The pot soon started to boil. He went over and turned it down, unwilling to start cooking when he didn’t know when she was coming back. He glanced at his watch—she’d been gone for forty-five minutes. Surely that was time enough to bathe.

He hesitated a moment before heading down the hallway to the master. The door was closed and he knocked. When there was no answer, he pushed it inward. The wedding gown lay in a heap on the floor. The door to the bathroom was open. But she hadn’t answered his knock.

“Ella,” he called out.

There was a small shriek, a splash, and then a tentative “Yes?”

His heartbeat slowed at her reply. Did he really think anything had happened to her in here?

“Just checking on you. It’s been a while.”

“Oh, I’m fine. Thank you.”

“Hungry?”

“I… Yes, I think I could eat something.”

“Can you be done in twenty minutes?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ll have dinner ready then.”

“Um, Cash…?” she called as he was headed toward the door.

“Yeah?”

“I don’t have any clothes.”

He closed his eyes. “No, I guess you don’t. Give me a sec.”

He strode into the nearest guest room where he’d stowed his duffel and yanked it open. He hadn’t brought a lot with him, but he had a few things. He picked up a pair of sweats and a flannel shirt. It wasn’t precisely cold out, but it could get cool at night. He went back to the master and tossed them on the bed.

“I’ve left sweats and a shirt out here on the bed. It’s the best I can do.”

“That will work. Thank you.”

He left the room, pulling the door shut behind him, and went back to the kitchen. He turned the water back to a boil, tossed in the pasta, and got to work on the sauce. By the time he had it all finished—pasta drained and tossed in the sauce, bread heated and cut into thick rounds, butter and oil set on the table—Ella appeared.

Cash did a bit of a double take at the sight of her. She’d scrubbed off the makeup and her hair was long, dark, and thick. She’d managed to dry it, but she had nothing to contain it with. It hung heavy and full and wavy over her shoulders. Her eyes were dark and sparkling, and her body in his clothes was practically dwarfed. The shirt hung to her knees. She’d rolled the sweats up, but they were baggy and she kept pulling them up.

Her feet were bare. Small feet that must surely be cold. He should have given her some socks.

She smiled at him, and his heart did a little leap-skip thing that was odd.

“Smells wonderful,” she told him. “I’m starved.”

“Are your feet cold?”

She glanced down. “Not yet. I’m still hot from the bath.”

“Let me know when you need socks. I’ll get you a pair.”

“Okay.”

He pulled out a chair and sat down. “It’s all ready,” he said. “Help yourself.”

She looked a little strange. But then she sat down and primly took the paper towel and laid it in her lap. She hesitated a moment, then picked up the two long pasta forks he’d set in the Alfredo and helped herself to a pile of food.

She didn’t touch the bread until he did, and then she eagerly dipped a piece into the oil and pepper before eating it. When she closed her eyes and moaned, he felt that sound all the way to his cock.

“It’s just bread,” he said.

She opened her eyes. “I know. But it’s so good. I didn’t think I’d be eating simple bread with oil ever again. Silly, maybe, but I don’t know what desert sheikhs eat.”

“Oh, I imagine Sheikh Fahd eats quite well. You would not be denied with him.”

She chewed the bread thoughtfully. “Maybe not. But I don’t want to find out.”

He rolled pasta onto his fork. “You don’t think this could have been solved in a different manner? That you could have just said no?”

She stopped the motion of rolling pasta onto her own fork and stared at him. “That was not possible.”

“Because your uncle wants you to marry the sheikh.”

She nodded. “Yes. My aunt and uncle both. They are…” She looked thoughtful. “They need the money that he will pay them for me.”

Something about how matter-of-factly she said it pissed him off. “You realize he won’t be paying them anything now?”

And they deserved it. People who sought to sell their own flesh and blood into a situation she did not want were no better than human slavers. And he’d seen enough of them in his line of work to last him a lifetime.

“Yes, I suppose that’s true,” she said softly. “But there was no other way. If I’d married him, I would have gone insane.”

He hated to hear her say that. Hated that anyone had to think of such things. But he did not doubt she believed it. Or that she would have lost whatever spark she currently had.

“Then I guess you had to run away.”

She smiled, just the corners of her mouth tilting up in a shy little smile, and he had to harden his heart not to feel anything. “It was my only choice. But without you, I wouldn’t have succeeded at all. So thank you. Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Cash.”

Heat crept through him. He was used to saving people, but somehow he didn’t feel like he’d done enough to save her. Not yet anyway. He’d picked her up off the side of the road, but he’d done nothing significant to get her out of her situation.

“Have you thought about what comes next?” he asked, certain that she hadn’t.

She stuffed a forkful of pasta in her mouth. When she moaned, his senses went on alert. How many times could this woman moan about simple things like food and touch? Worse, why was it affecting him so much?

“Oh my God, this is delicious. Simply delicious.”

Cash frowned a bit. “It’s good, but it’s not that good.”

She lifted her gaze to his. “I haven’t had pasta in so long I can’t remember—trust me, this is delicious.”

“Why haven’t you had pasta? I thought you said your heritage was Italian.” Not that Italians had to eat pasta all the time, but all the Italians he’d ever known ate it with some regularity.

“My aunt thought I would get fat.”

He was really starting to hate this aunt of hers. Ella didn’t have any meat whatsoever on her bones. She was thin and small and looked like she’d blow away in a stiff breeze.

“Eat as much as you like,” Cash told her. “But don’t make yourself sick.”

She grinned as she reached for more bread. “I’m going to stuff myself silly.”

He wanted to laugh but he didn’t. “Okay, so what’s next, Ella? After today? Where do you want to go?”

The flicker of delight died in her eyes and he kicked himself for making it happen.

“I don’t know. I honestly don’t. Could we maybe not talk about this tonight? Please?”

“The problem isn’t going away just because you don’t address it.”

She twirled the fork on her plate, eyes downcast. “I know. But I’ll think about it tonight. I’ll have a better idea by morning.”

He could see the exhaustion and stress lining her face. He wasn’t going to be an asshole to her, not when she’d been through so much. Besides, he was here for three days. If it took her that long to figure it out, then fine.

There was still the matter of his car—the hole that’d been shot into it and the fact that her uncle’s people knew to look for it. He couldn’t very well drive away from here as if nothing had happened, no matter what.

“They’re going to be looking for you, Ella. I can’t guarantee they won’t find you here.”

She bit her lip. “I can’t go back. If I do…” She shrugged, but it was a sad gesture.

“We’ll figure something out. I won’t let them take you.”

Though earlier he’d told her he wouldn’t interfere. Way to go, Cash.

She studied him for a long moment, tilting her head to the side. “Are all American men like you?”

He frowned. It was an odd question, and yet he thought she was sincere. In truth, he didn’t know what she meant by it. “You live in America. What do you think?”

“I don’t leave the estate much,” she said softly. “I don’t encounter many people.”

His dislike of her aunt and uncle was growing exponentially. “How long have you lived there?”

“Since I was eight and my aunt and uncle took me in after my parents died.”

Fourteen years ago, or so she’d said earlier. So she was twenty-two. Young.

“You didn’t go to school?”

“I had tutors. My cousins and I did, I mean.”

“But you’ve traveled, right?”

She shook her head. “I’ve been on supervised trips to the mall with my cousins a few times. But not in a couple of years now.”

What she was telling him was mind-boggling. “You haven’t left their estate in two years?”

She looked small again. As if she were folding in on herself. “No.”

“Jesus,” he muttered. She’d been a prisoner. There was no other word for it. He’d spent the past few years freeing people from hostage situations—and Ella had been enduring a gilded prison so near the nation’s capital that it was shocking to think nobody had known about it.

But why would they?

He needed to know more about her. “You have no idea what to do now that you’ve left there, have you? You had no plan. Hell, you’ve already said you have no money. What do you expect you’ll do? Get a job at a grocery store or something?”

Her face was red. “I told you I’ll think about it overnight. I’ll figure something out.”

He could only shake his head. “I don’t think you will, Ella. I don’t think you have the first idea what happens next.”
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CHAPTER SIX




Ella’s heart thudded in her chest. He was right, of course. She didn’t know. She was very conscious of the knowledge she had no identification, no history, and no money. She was Princess Antonella Maria Rossi, and she had never been prepared for living her life on her own.

Oh, she’d watched television and movies. She’d combed the internet for information, though carefully because her aunt and uncle watched her and knew which sites she visited. She’d learned that lesson the hard way. They’d taken away her access for a month when she’d dared to visit the US government site on citizenship and becoming naturalized.

After that, she was careful what she searched for. She watched mindless shows on Netflix, but they weren’t totally mindless because they showed her what it was like to work for a living. How to go about renting an apartment, paying bills, getting a license and driving.

She knew they weren’t entirely accurate, but it gave her a picture. And then there were the home shows on HGTV. Oh, how she loved to watch those couples buy homes and renovate them together. It was a hopeful thing to shop for a home with a man, to buy it and turn it into a place where you were happy together. She loved those shows like she loved this pasta.

She took another bite and tried not to moan her happiness. She wasn’t quite successful. Cash’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t say anything.

She’d asked him if all American men were like him. He hadn’t given her an answer, but she was pretty certain the answer was no. He was big and muscular, but he didn’t frighten her. Not like her uncle’s security forces did. That man earlier today—he’d run her off the road and then yanked her from the car as if she were nothing.

He’d fully intended to throw her over his shoulder and shove her in his car so he could return her to the estate, but Cash had driven up and ruined his plans. She could still see the angry look on Cash’s face, the way he’d sized up the man and her, and the odd way she’d been drawn to him.

He could have been a serial killer, but she’d known in her gut that he wasn’t. That leaving with him wasn’t a fatal choice. She’d taken the risk and now here she was, wrapped in clothes that smelled like him and eating pasta that tasted as delicious as anything she could remember.

She was happier than she’d been in a very long time. And that was pitiful in a way. But she was. Pasta and small talk during a heavy rainstorm was heaven compared to the past few days of preparing for the sheikh’s arrival.

Cash was still watching her and she realized he was waiting for an answer. But she didn’t have one to give him. So she made something up, because she had to.

“I have a friend in California. I’m going to stay with her.”

His gaze narrowed. “California. How do you know this person?”

She’d said California because it was the first place that popped into her mind. The Real Housewives of Orange County, of course. Ella swallowed her bite of pasta.

“We met online. She’s married and has a big house where I can stay until I figure out what I’m doing.”

“I thought you said you had to think about it overnight.”

Ella resisted the urge to lick her lips. “I am thinking about it. But you said you didn’t think I had a plan. I do, but it’s not fully formed yet.”

He didn’t look convinced. “Okay. Let me know when you have it together.”

He stood and took his empty plate to the sink. Ella finished the pasta, no matter that she was already full, and ate another slice of bread for good measure. Cash did the dishes while she ate. She watched his backside, the strong lines of his body, the flex and give of muscles that had been honed to perfection.

When he finished washing dishes, he turned to her. “Are you done?”

She looked down at the empty plate and the bowl of pasta still in front of her. But she was full. Eating another whole plate of pasta wasn’t happening.

“Yes. Thank you,” she said as he took the plate and went to wash it.

She buttered another slice of bread and ate it slowly, savoring the flavors. She managed not to moan, however.

He put the dishes on the drying rack, hung the towel, and turned back to her. His face made her heart skip. So handsome. Like a movie star.

“What do you do, Cash?” Because she didn’t know, and she could suddenly see him swaggering across a movie screen.

“I rescue people,” he said without a touch of irony. And then he continued. “I’m a Navy SEAL. Special Ops,” he added when she felt as if she’d frowned for too long.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I rescue people.”

This time he smiled, and she couldn’t help but smile too. “You drive around looking for people to rescue?”

“Not precisely,” he said. “More like I get sent to war zones to get people out.”

She frowned. “And today?”

“Today I was on my way here. To fish. You were a bit of a surprise.”

“I’m sorry.” But she wasn’t. She was glad he’d found her. Glad it had been him who’d happened upon the scene. If not for Cash, she’d be in Sheikh Fahd’s arms right now. Perhaps they’d only be dancing, still playing the part for the guests, but she would have dreaded what was coming.

Sheikh Fahd wasn’t unattractive. Not really. He was a bit older than she was, but that was nothing. It was just that he didn’t do anything for her. There was something about the way he leered at her. The clammy feel of his palms against her skin. The word defiled sprang to mind.

And then there was the fact she hadn’t chosen him.

“I couldn’t leave you there. It’s not who I am.”

Her insides warmed. As if he’d poured hot honey over her. “I’m glad for that. You saved my life.”

He glanced at his watch as if embarrassed. Or maybe he just didn’t know how to respond. “It’s still early, but I’m afraid television is out of the question with this storm. Satellite won’t work.”

“That’s okay,” she said, nodding toward the bookshelves. “I like to read.”

“So do I.”

“Favorite author?”

“Tolkien.”

She nodded. “The Lord of the Rings. I loved that.”

“Who’s your favorite?”

A blush crept over her. “I like romance novels.”

“Those aren’t real,” he said automatically.

“And Lord of the Rings is?”

He had the grace to look perplexed. “No, of course not. But nobody’s in danger of thinking it is, are they?”

“Meaning that women are more likely to think romance novels are real, right? That we can’t distinguish between real life and fantasy?” She shook her head vigorously. “I assure you I know the difference. Romance novels are how we wish the world worked—how we wish men really were—but I’m pretty sure the reality I’ve endured is closer to the truth. The men my uncle hired are interested in rewards and keeping their jobs. Sheikh Fahd is interested in having a virginal wife. My uncle—well, who knows what he wants, but it’s not heroic, believe me. And you?” she added. “You saved me, but not because you were violently attracted to me and knew I was the one. You did it because it’s what you do. You have said as much.”
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Cash had to admit she shocked the shit out of him. But she wasn’t wrong. For a woman who seemed to have so little experience of the world, she was surprisingly wise at times. In spite of her words, he wasn’t so sure that she really meant them though. In his experience, there were definitely women who thought romance novels were templates for real life. He’d encountered a few of them, women who’d swooned when they learned he was a SEAL. They had ideas about SEALs, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing for him. Got him laid.

But then reality set in when they started wanting more than sex. He’d ruined the marital fantasies of more than a few. Then there were the ones who claimed he’d gotten them pregnant. That had only happened twice, but he’d shut them down quick. It hadn’t been true anyway. They weren’t pregnant at all, and certainly not with his baby. He was careful. Super careful because he knew what happened when parents didn’t love each other. It wasn’t fair to the kid to be brought into that kind of dynamic, and he wasn’t about to be a party to that.

Now he was more cautious about getting involved at all. In fact, he never had sex with the same woman more than five times. It was a personal rule, and one that served him well.

“I doubt there are any romance novels here.”

“I’m sure I’ll find something. Maybe the words won’t be too big.”

He glanced at her sharply. She arched an eyebrow and then dropped her gaze. It took him a minute to process her lightning reaction. When he did, he wanted to laugh.

Ella Rossi wasn’t just a virgin on the run from her arranged marriage, she was also a smart-ass. How had that happened? She was sheltered and clearly out of her depth in some ways, but she didn’t let it define her.

“You need anything else? Dessert?”

She cocked her head toward him, her lips splitting in a sudden grin. Damn, he liked the way she looked in his shirt. Without all the makeup and the wet hair, she was stunning. Pretty in a way that made his balls tighten.

Whoa, boy. Virgin. Red alert.

“Dessert?” she repeated. “What do you have?”

What did he have? Hell, he didn’t know. He couldn’t remember. Cash opened the freezer. Oh yeah.

“Ice cream,” he said. “Vanilla or chocolate.”

“Mmm, vanilla with chocolate sauce?”

He imagined squeezing chocolate sauce over her nipples. Shit. “Yeah, I’ve got chocolate sauce.”

“Then I’d love some ice cream.” She stood. “I can get it. You don’t have to wait on me.”

He waved a hand at her. “Sit. It’s no big deal.”

He scooped ice cream into a bowl, poured on a generous squeeze of chocolate, and pushed the bowl toward her. She took it, curling her fingers around it and holding it against her breasts as she stood across from him.

She was small. About five-four, maybe a hundred and ten. Not tiny, but small. She dipped the spoon into the ice cream and lifted it to her lips. He didn’t expect the shot of arousal to his groin when she closed her eyes and moaned.

Damn, did this woman ever do anything else? All she’d done since he’d started feeding her was moan. The sound dug into his brain, made him imagine her moaning under other circumstances.

“It’s just ice cream,” he said a bit gruffly.

Her eyes popped open. “To you, maybe. I haven’t had ice cream in months.”

Her aunt. Of course. Now that was a woman he’d like to horsewhip. Ella could have afforded a few pounds on her slight frame.

“You can have as much as you want,” he told her.

“Thanks. But I think this will do. I haven’t eaten this much in forever.” She frowned slightly. “In fact, I’ll probably be sick. But oh well.”

“Don’t do that,” he said. “You can eat it tomorrow. For breakfast if you like.”

She spooned in another mouthful. “Nope, has to be now. My uncle could arrive in the middle of the night.”

Not on his watch. “It’ll take longer than a night.”

She grinned. “Then I’ll just eat more ice cream in the morning.”

He shook his head. “Yeah, you’re definitely going to be sick. Don’t expect me to clean up after you.”

She blinked. “Oh wow, I never thought of that.”

“You should since you’ll be cleaning it up.”

She ate another spoonful. “That’s okay. I’ll get a towel from the bathroom. It’ll be fine.”

He snorted. She shocked him and made him laugh at the same time. “You’re kinda crazy, Ella. Nobody purposely eats until they puke.” He frowned as a thought occurred to him. “Unless that’s your thing. Are you a binge eater?”

Her eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? I’ve never been allowed to binge on anything in my life.”

He was relieved. Binge eating was a serious disorder and could be life-threatening. Last thing he needed was for her to have a crisis out here. The closest hospital was over an hour away. And it was dark, wet, and there were people looking for his car. Not the best way to get help if she needed it.

“Maybe you shouldn’t start now,” he said. “Pace yourself.”

She pressed a hand to her belly after another bite of ice cream disappeared. “Whew, I am feeling rather full.” She set the bowl on the island. “Guess I’d better stop.”

“Wise decision.”

She sighed and tipped her head to the side once more. Then she smiled at him. He didn’t think she had any idea how sexy a gesture it was on her, but then again he didn’t really know her and she might know precisely how pretty and appealing she appeared. Her rich dark hair hung in a long silky curtain to where she propped her elbows on the island. Her eyes sparkled.

“Thanks for dinner. It was amazing.”

“You’re welcome.”

A wrinkle formed on her forehead. “I should be scared of you, but I’m not. I don’t know why I feel safe, but thanks for that too.”

“You’ll be safe so long as you’re with me. I swear it.”

Her voice was soft. “I know I will.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN




Cash checked the satellite periodically, but it hadn’t yet come back. The rain was starting to let up outside though, so he figured it was only a matter of time. After dinner, Ella did indeed find a book to read. She curled up in a chair by the window and hummed from time to time as she turned pages.

She fascinated him for some reason, and he found himself looking at her again and again. For one thing, she didn’t have a cell phone that she kept dragging out and fussing with. Everyone did that these days, so it was unusual to see someone who didn’t. Almost as if she’d landed here from twenty years in the past.

More likely she’d left it behind when she’d fled her wedding. Or maybe she didn’t have one, which he found hard to imagine.

But she sat in the chair with her legs beneath her, reading and humming and looking for all the world like she couldn’t care less about checking an electronic device.

Cash couldn’t say the same for himself, however. The signal out here was spotty, especially while it was raining, but he had at least a bar at all times. He tried to check the news, but nothing would load, so he gave up after a while.

He went into the bedroom he’d chosen and inspected the ammunition he’d brought. He had a Sig and a Glock with him. There was a gun safe with a couple of other rifles in one of the rooms. He knew the combo because Ghost had given it to them all the first time they’d stayed. Just in case they decided to go hunting.

It was starting to get dark when the rain finally eased. Cash threw on a rain slicker and Ella looked up from her book. The panic in her eyes was automatic, but he held out a hand, palm up, to reassure her.

“I’m just going to check the car and the perimeter. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

She sat up straight, pulling her knees underneath her, and he had a crazy urge to go over and drag her into his arms for reassurance. The book hung from one hand. The other rose in what he thought was an unconscious gesture to touch the base of her throat.

“I could go with you.”

“No, stay here. It’ll be fine, Ella.”

“You promise to come back?”

“I told you I won’t abandon you.”

He left her staring after him and stepped outside. The evening was cooler than the day had been. There was still a bite in the air this time of year, and his breath frosted. The rain trickled from the roof and the trees, but it didn’t fall from the sky anymore. He squelched across the yard to the shed, his eyes scanning the surrounding area even as he made plans for how to react should anyone come at him from the shadows.

Nothing happened, however, and he reached the shed soon after. Everything was good. The car was untouched, nothing was disturbed, and everything looked as it should. The men who’d chased him in the SUV weren’t up to his skill level. He’d bet his career on that. Didn’t mean they couldn’t send someone else, but so far he and Ella were out here in the woods alone.

They had his plate number, but he’d lost them and spent a good amount of time driving around to confuse the trail before he’d turned down the driveway.

After a check of the perimeter, he made his way back to the house. His phone rang as he stepped up onto the porch. It was Dane “Viking” Erikson, the CO of his SEAL team.

Fuck, if he was being called back for a mission, what the hell was he going to do with Ella?

“Money, what the fuck is going on out there?” Viking said as soon as Cash answered.

Shit, he’d known this was going to come back to haunt him once his plates were run.

“I picked up a woman,” he said, and Viking snorted. “Not that kind of pickup, I swear. She needed my help. Some dude was trying to force her into a car and make her get married.”

Cash knew, since his plate number was out there and Viking was calling him, that the official story differed somehow. Especially if Ella’s aunt and uncle were marrying her to Sheikh Fahd. Dammit, he hated rich people. Except for Gina Hunter, aka Gina Domenico, the pop star who’d married HOT sniper Jack “Hawk” Hunter. She was cool. So cool she’d let them use her plane when they’d needed to help Colonel Mendez out of a tight spot recently.

But Ella’s aunt and uncle weren’t Gina. They were people who’d kept Ella hostage for fourteen years and then tried to marry her to a sheikh against her will. Sold her to him, in fact.

“You need to tell me everything that happened.”

“Don’t leave anything out, sailor,” a commanding voice added, and Cash’s insides turned to jelly for a second.

Fuck, if Colonel Mendez—soon to be General Mendez—was listening in, it was serious. Cash pulled in a breath and turned to stare at the woods. He tucked one hand beneath his arm and watched the steady drip of water from the roof as he recited everything that had happened from the moment he’d seen Ella standing on the side of the road until he’d walked outside just now to check the perimeter.

Well, maybe he left out the details of the dinner, but he told them he fixed her something to eat and she was inside, safe and well.

“Have you seen the news?” Viking asked.

“No. It’s been raining and the satellite hasn’t been working.” He gazed up at the sky. “It’ll probably work now though.”

“You’ll want to, but I’ll save you some time. There’s an APB out for you, Money. You’ve kidnapped a member of the royal family of Capriolo. She’s a princess, dude. Like a royal princess with a crown and everything, and her family is distraught. They’re waiting for a ransom demand.”

Cash’s insides turned to liquid. And then a bolt of anger fired up in his stomach. Ella was a princess? She’d failed to mention that detail. But she’d still been in danger. He hadn’t done wrong in stopping to help.

And he wasn’t going to let the knowledge she was a princess derail him. Not yet.

“They don’t care about her,” he said, repeating what she’d told him. He was certain she hadn’t lied. She wasn’t sophisticated enough. “They’ve held her hostage at that estate for years. She’s being forced to marry Sheikh Fahd—and we all know what kind of upstanding citizen he is, right?”

“Doesn’t matter,” the colonel said. “The Rossi family is tearfully begging for her return on all the networks. And you’re the one who stole their precious girl, Money.”

“If you’re asking me to take her back—”

“I’m not,” he cut in, and Cash’s tongue got stuck tumbling over itself. “You’re a HOT operator. I believe you. But this is a serious situation, son. I can’t let you or the girl fall into the hands of the police. The media doesn’t know who you are, not really, but it won’t take long at this point. We have to control the situation.”

“Yes, sir,” Cash said. Because what else did you say to the big boss?

Viking cut in. “I’m sending backup. Everything about this mission is off the books—but you aren’t alone. We have to contain and control, as the colonel said. Stand by for incoming.”

Cash was seriously reeling by now. “ETA?”

“Morning,” Viking replied. “You got the Mustang hidden?”

“It’s covered. And we’re clear. I just checked the perimeter.”

“Then batten down the hatches and hold tight until morning. If you’re attacked, take evasive action.”

Cash sucked in a breath. He wasn’t scared. He was never fucking scared. Even when he should be. “It’s just me out here, Viking. The girl is useless when it comes to defense.”

“I hate to say this, bud, but if someone finds you—leave her behind. They aren’t going to hurt her, but we can’t say the same for you.”
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Ella could hear Cash talking on the other side of the door, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. She’d crept over to the window when she’d first heard him, because she’d been alarmed at the sound of him talking, but he was standing with his back to her, one arm crossed over his body and the other holding a phone to his head.

She waited for a long moment, and then she retreated to her chair and picked up the book again. But she couldn’t concentrate. It was impossible. She focused on the door. Waiting for him to return.

Finally the door opened and he came inside. A hard frown dominated his face and her heart skipped.

He stared at her for a long moment. Then he removed the jacket and hung it on a hook by the door. When he stalked toward her, her pulse skipped higher for long moments.

He stopped in front of her chair, glaring down at her, hands at his sides. She thought, vaguely, that if he worked for her uncle, she’d be afraid. But this was Cash and he’d been nothing but decent since he’d rescued her earlier. He’d cooked her dinner. Given her his clothes. And he’d sworn to protect her like a knight of old.

“Is everything okay?” she asked, strangely calm, though his manner was somewhat alarming.

“You tell me.”

She frowned. “I think so. I feel fine. Do you?”

He turned and grabbed the television remote from a table nearby. Then he pressed the button and the screen flared to life. It took long seconds for the television to boot up. When it did, he pressed another button and the news came on.

She watched with interest. And then she was there, on-screen, her face flashing in front of millions. She cried out, rising from her seat as the story unfolded, but Cash gave her a hard look and she subsided again.

“You didn’t kidnap me,” she said, folding her hands on her lap so they wouldn’t tremble. “You saved me.”

“You’re a princess,” he said. “You failed to mention it.”

Her heart hammered. She hadn’t told him, no. When he’d asked who she really was, it had seemed so difficult to add that word to her name. It wasn’t like she lived her life as anyone’s idea of a princess.

“There is no longer a ruling family in Capriolo. It’s merely a title. I inherited it from my father, but it’s not something I think about.”

“Seems important to your family—and not a good thing for me, I gotta add.”

He didn’t look happy. His brows arrowed down over his eyes and his mouth flattened in a hard line.

“It changes nothing. I’m still me and I still need your help.” Another thought occurred to her. A dark, dangerous thought. “Do you plan to turn me over to them? Collect the reward?”

A reward she was pretty certain they had no intention of paying.

He managed to look insulted. “So the police can arrest me for kidnapping you in the first place? No, I’m not that stupid.”

She resisted the urge to clutch her stomach as relief rolled through her. “So what do we do now?”

“We? I thought you had a plan—or would in the morning.”

Ella closed her eyes as she dragged in a breath. He was watching her when she opened them again. “I don’t have a plan. I never had one.”

He snorted. “Didn’t think so. Fucking hell, Ella the princess—what did you think was going to happen when you ran away like that?”

His words stung more than she liked. Her aunt always told her she was stupid—maybe she was.

She bowed her head. “I didn’t think. I’m sorry.”

He knelt in front of her and tipped her chin up, forced her to look at him. The liquid swimming in her gaze threatened to spill over. His expression grew softer when he saw it.

“Hey, what’s up with you?”

She knew he must think her crazy. Maybe she was.

“I’m not taking you back,” he added when she didn’t say anything. “I promise.”

As if the idea of him taking her back was the problem.

Well, maybe it was part of the problem.

“Why not?” she whispered. “I’m causing you trouble. You would be happier if you got rid of me.”

Those remarkable eyes searched hers for a long moment. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking, and yet she knew. Of course he would be happier without her. But he was too nice to say it.

“Ella. I told you I rescue people. It’s not all I do, but it’s part of it. Would it have been easier to keep driving? Yeah. Would it have been right? Hell, no. I do what’s right. Taking you back wouldn’t be right, so it’s not happening. You understand what I’m telling you?”

Her pulse zipped into the danger zone. Adrenaline spiked in her veins, made her almost giddy. She didn’t know why. It was a ridiculous, over-the-top reaction.

Joy.

That’s what it was. Joy that she’d met this man and he’d stood up for her. Was still standing up for her.

“Yes,” she whispered.

He nodded. “Good.”

He dropped his fingers from beneath her chin and stood. She could still feel the burn of his skin against hers. Worse, she wanted to feel it in different places. Secret places.

She cleared her throat. “When I stole the car, I wasn’t thinking. One minute I was standing in front of a mirror and getting ready to walk down the aisle, the next I was sneaking outside and finding a car. I didn’t really think I’d get as far as I did.”

She dared to look up at him.

“If I’d thought about it, I never would have done anything,” she continued. “Because I didn’t know where to go or how I’d begin to live on my own when I had nothing.” She shrugged. “I guess maybe I thought if I got away, if I got to the police or told someone what was happening, they’d stop it.”

“You didn’t want me to take you to the police.”

“No, because by then I knew it wouldn’t matter. I’m not American. Nobody could—or would—stop my aunt and uncle. Or Sheikh Fahd. I realized that after the security guard ran me off the road.”

Cash frowned hard. “We’re both in it now, Princess. No way out of this without help. Lucky for you, I’ve got help. They’ll be here in the morning, so I suggest you get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow may be more intense than either of us realize.”




***







CHAPTER EIGHT




Cash slept in fits and starts. He was accustomed to it because he did it on missions. Snatching sleep in twenty-minute increments, waking to check his surroundings, sleeping again. He shouldn’t have to do it on this trip, and yet here he was.

Protecting the princess.

He thought of the woman in the other room and his cock woke from its slumber.

Down, you fucking horndog.

He popped a hand behind his head and lay there, staring at the ceiling. She was a princess. Princess Antonella Maria Rossi. He could barely wrap his mind around it.

That slight, wispy, lovely girl was a princess—and a virgin.

And he was her knight in shining armor.

Cash rolled his eyes. Yeah, right.

Some knight. His fucking mother couldn’t even hang around to see him grow up, and his father was the most uninvolved son of a bitch that ever lived. Only his stepmother was interested in him—and not in a good way. From the minute she’d married his father when Cash was eleven, she’d actively worked to let him know he wasn’t important or necessary to their lives. And when she’d had a baby with his dad?

Yeah, he’d never had a chance after that. She’d shoved him as far away as possible, as if he’d somehow been competition for an infant. She’d pretended to care, but she hadn’t. Passive-aggressive didn’t even begin to describe that fucking woman. He’d worked for scraps of affection only to be kicked in the teeth again and again. By the time he was fourteen, he’d realized the truth and he’d stopped trying.

He’d effectively checked out at sixteen, not caring if he finished school or not. He’d only graduated because his track coach kept on top of him to do so. The second he was eighteen? Navy, baby. Best decision he’d ever made.

He turned over and punched the pillow. When next he woke, it was five a.m. Cash blinked into the predawn darkness. The house was quiet. After a few minutes, he flipped the covers back and went to make coffee. After that was done, he went outside to check the perimeter. There’d been no incursions, but he hadn’t expected any. If there had been, they wouldn’t have stopped at breaching the perimeter. They’d have blasted into the house and taken Ella—and they’d have probably killed him in the process.

Collateral damage.

He shook off the chill and went back inside. The house was warm and the smell of coffee was beginning to permeate the interior. He strode down the hall and toward the master bedroom. The door was closed and he put his ear to it. Listening.

There was no movement, no sound, so he turned and went back to the kitchen and the coffee. After he poured a cup, he headed for the shower. Fifteen minutes later, he was in front of the television, watching the news. A glance at his phone revealed no calls or messages, so he turned his attention to the screen.

The news about Ella wasn’t foremost, but it was close. They’d tried to minimize the idea she’d been getting married. None of the photos showed her in a wedding gown or mentioned Sheikh Fahd. Instead, her family was worried about her and wanted her back safely and soon.

A man Cash presumed was her uncle stood at a podium and begged for her return while a hard-eyed woman stood in the background and frowned. Two young women were beside her, also frowning.

He didn’t buy it. Partly because of her story and partly because her uncle reminded him a lot of his stepmother. Saying all the right things but not meaning them.

Fuck.

It was a mess, and he’d stumbled into it. Did he regret it? He thought about it, but the answer was not really.

Ella was cute. Sweet. All the things he didn’t usually like in a woman. He liked them sexy and tough—even a bit jaded. Women who knew what they wanted in bed. Women who understood that sex was sex and nothing else.

Still, he liked Ella though she was none of those things. There was something about her. She was bold and vulnerable at the same time.

And so fucking lost. She reminded him of himself in a way. Well, himself a few years ago. She was young—twenty-two—and he was older and had learned that he had to seize his own happiness. Find his own way.

That’s why he’d joined the Navy. And when he’d tried out for the SEALs? Oh yeah, he finally had a place to channel all that anger and determination he carried. Not that being an angry bastard would get you far as a SEAL. No, it was more about making the anger carry him through the hell of BUD/S and then into the teams. It was about not giving in or giving up.

He’d thought getting into the SEALs was hard—and it was—but becoming HOT? That had been the most amazing fucking thing to ever happen in his life. He loved what he did, loved that he made a difference even if nobody really knew it.

He was on his second cup of coffee when there was movement in the hall. Her door opened and then she emerged. His belly twisted at the sight of her. So fucking sexy.

No, not sexy. NOT.

Cash hardened his heart as she approached. She was wearing his shirt again, but her legs were bare. Didn’t matter because the hem hung to her knees. She’d rolled the sleeves, and her hair was piled on top of her head. Long strands spilled from a messy topknot, framing her face.

Her skin was creamy and smooth, and her lips drew his attention because they were so pink. He thought for a second she’d found lipstick, but then he realized it was just her natural color. Why he hadn’t focused on that last night, he didn’t know.

“Morning,” she said as she shuffled over and sank onto the couch.

He muted the television, though he hadn’t had it loud in the first place.

“Sleep okay?”

She pushed a stray strand of hair from her eyes. “Surprisingly.” She frowned. “I woke up thinking I was married. Took me a few seconds to remember I wasn’t.”

“Want some coffee?”

“I would love some.”

He pushed upright and she reached out to touch his arm. The lightning bolt sizzling through him stopped him in his tracks. She snatched her hand back as if burned. Her dark eyes were wide and innocent when he gazed down at her.

“I can get it,” she said.

“It’s okay. I need another cup anyway. You take cream or sugar?”

“Just black.”

He went over and poured coffee while she watched the news. When her face appeared on-screen, she didn’t move a muscle. He brought the coffee over and handed it to her.

“Thanks,” she said, taking the mug in two small hands. Elegant hands. The fingers were long and slender, the nails blunt and natural. He had a sudden vision of those fingers stroking his cock, and he shoved it away forcefully. But his balls ached anyway.

Her gaze didn’t leave the television until the segment about her was over. Then she turned to him. “I’m sorry I got you into this.”

He shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“You say that, but I feel like it isn’t.”

“Trust me, it is.” He wouldn’t elaborate, but knocking out the security guard and evading a pursuer was child’s play compared to what he usually did.

His phone buzzed, effectively ending the conversation. It was Viking.

“Morning, sunshine,” Cash said.

Viking snorted. “Dude, I’ve been up all fucking night researching your problem. Don’t morning me.”

“What’d you learn?”

“Enough.”

There was the sound of a radio in the background. Maybe Taylor Swift, which would be fucking hilarious and something Cash would tease his SEAL team leader about for the rest of his life. Taylor had some kick-ass songs, but no SEAL would want to admit he sang about shaking off the haters, fakers, and takers in his bathroom mirror from time to time.

“What’s the ETA?”

“We’ll be there in twenty.”

Cash’s eyebrows climbed his forehead. Yeah, this was the shortest fucking fishing trip in the known universe. “We’ll be ready.”

The call punched out. Ella stared at him with wide eyes.

“Ready for what?” she asked.

“To leave. Need you to get your cute ass ready to go, Princess. Shower if you want, but we’ll be leaving here within the hour.”

She clutched her coffee cup. Her pulse throbbed in her throat. “Where are we going?”

“Not sure,” he told her. “But we need to be ready.”




*




There wasn’t much she could do, but Ella went into the master bath and found a comb in the drawer. She combed her hair to make it presentable, then used the tie she’d found and put it up into a twist on her head. This twist was neater than the one she’d done to have coffee.

She pinched her cheeks for color, slipped into the sweatpants Cash had given her—tying the strings as tight as they’d go so the pants didn’t fall down—and knotted the hem of his shirt at her waist. She had socks, but no shoes. There was no remedy for that. Cash didn’t carry anything in her size. The socks swam on her, truth be told, but they were warm and she was grateful.

She cast a look at the wedding gown she’d laid over the tub to dry. Poor thing—it was stiff and discolored from the weather and the splatters of mud she’d gotten on it. She went over and shook it out as best she could. She was torn on whether to leave it or take it, but in the end she decided to leave it where it was. It was simply too big to drag with her—especially when she didn’t know where they were going.

Ella heard voices. For a moment, her heart leaped into her throat. But she strained to hear what they were saying and realized that no one sounded scared or angry. Cash’s people had arrived.

She hesitated for a long moment before she drew herself up and went to join them. It took everything she had, but she channeled her aunt and glided into the room as if she owned it. Besides Cash, there were two big men. They all turned to her at once, and she felt like the smallest of bugs in comparison.

“Your Highness,” one of the men said, and Cash started. She watched the look of shock cross his face and wished she could wipe it away. Yes, he knew she was a princess—but he hadn’t quite processed it yet. Hearing her referred to so formally clearly jolted him in a way the news programs had not.

“Please call me Ella,” she replied. “I prefer it.”

“Ella, then. I’m Viking,” the big blond man said, coming over and shaking her hand. “This is Cage.” She must have looked confused because he grinned. “Call signs. It’ll be easier for you since that’s what we’ll call each other. Though you likely know this guy as Cash.”

“Yes,” she replied, looking in the direction he’d tipped his head. “What do you call him if not Cash?”

Viking’s grin didn’t fade. “Money.”

“Money,” she said, trying it on. She shook her head. “I like Cash better.”

“So what’s the plan?” Cash asked, folding his arms over his broad chest and not making eye contact with her.

Why did that make her feel the tiniest bit frantic?

Viking turned his attention to Cash. “Need to leave your car for the time being. We’ll come back for it in a few days.”

Cash didn’t look happy. “All right. Where are we going?”

“Dulles. Had to call Hawk in on this one.”

“Not a bad idea,” Cash said.

Ella had no idea what they were talking about. She wanted to tell them she was right here and not to talk over her, but they were both so big and tough-looking that she didn’t quite have the courage. Not that they would hurt her. Still, they looked scary—and that was usually enough to silence her. Speaking out was impossible where she’d come from.

“You might not agree when you hear the plan.”

The other man snickered. Or she thought he did. Ella studied him and… Yes, he was hiding a smile. Cash knew it too. He glared.

“What’s so fucking funny?”

Viking cracked a grin as well. He spread his hands as the grin turned into a laugh. “Sorry, dude, really. But the plan—and no disrespect, Ella, I promise you,” he said to her in an aside, “is that you’re getting married.”




***











CHAPTER NINE




Cage guffawed. Viking tried to look stern and failed. Cash glared.

“Fine,” he said. “Wouldn’t be the first time we did this shit for a mission.”

Ella’s gaze darted between the three of them, but she didn’t say anything. Cash wanted to apologize for the idiocy of his teammates, but he was too busy frowning at them. Finally he shook himself and turned to her.

“It’s okay, Ella. They’re razzing me. Viking and Cage are both married and they think it’s funny to yank my chain because I’ve told them I’m never getting married. Isn’t that right, assholes?”

Viking sucked in a breath and wiped his eyes. Dude was so amused he’d been crying. Jesus.

“Not a joke, Money,” he said. “You and Ella are getting married. For real.”

Cash’s guts turned to ice. They weren’t kidding with him. “What the fuck?”

“Hey, watch your mouth around our guest. She’s a princess, man.”

Cash was ready to strangle somebody. “Then explain what the hell is going on. Married for real? Why?”

“It’s the only way,” Viking said, spreading his hands. “We’ve talked about it and tried to think of other options, but it’s the only way to protect her. And you, you idiot. The story in the news is that you kidnapped her, though nobody seems to have provided you with a reason for doing so. They say you want a ransom, but how the hell did you know where to find her in the first place?” He shook his head. “Anyway, you’re a kidnapper in the national narrative. No amount of explaining is going to fix this. But if the two of you were eloping? Yeah, explains everything.”

A grenade detonated in his brain. His thoughts scrambled. He tried to examine the situation from all angles—but he couldn’t figure out another way. Another explanation.

Oh holy shit, he’d doomed himself. He’d saved Ella from that goon and doomed himself. Because Viking was right. What other way could they deflect the attention from him? Her family had money. Sheikh Fahd had money. If they insisted that Cash had kidnapped their princess, who would believe he hadn’t? His guys would. The colonel would.

But that wasn’t enough, because they had missions to do and no time for the huge distraction his arrest would make. He could almost hear the staff meeting on this one yesterday. Fuck…

“So you’re saying we get married for real, and that explains everything?”

“Almost everything. Sure.”

“How did I meet her? How the hell did we form a relationship?”

“Not important right now.”

Ella hadn’t said anything. He turned to her. She was watching them all with a frown on her face. She looked small and cute—and regal. How had that happened? She was a woman in a flannel shirt and sweatpants way too big for her, and she looked like a queen.

Or maybe that was his imagination running wild because she was a princess.

“Ella?”

Her expression hardened. He didn’t know what that was about. Instead of telling him, she turned to Viking. “Is this situation only to protect Cash, or are you intending to help me too?”

“You’ll be his wife. We’ll protect you.”

“For how long?”

“As long as it takes.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Cash said, hands in the air. “I’m not getting married forever. There has to be an end to this scheme. A target date for a divorce or annulment or something.”

“We’ll figure that out as we go,” Viking said. “It’s too soon to set an expiration date. First we have to get you two married and get the cops off your trail. Then we have to make sure Ella’s family doesn’t try to interfere.”

“They will never give up,” Ella said, and Cash’s blood ran cold. He’d worry about that later.

“And where are we eloping to?” Cash asked, stamping his fury down until it glowed white-hot inside him.

“Where do you think? Vegas, baby.”

“There is a problem,” Ella said, and they all swung around to look at her.

Her soft pink lips were parted slightly. The lower one trembled and she licked it. Cash hated the way his balls tightened. He shot a look at the guys. If either of them had the same reaction, he’d stomp them into the ground. But they merely looked politely interested in what she had to say.

“I have no identification,” Ella said. “No passport. How can I get married?”

Viking snorted. “Don’t worry, Ella. We’ve got that covered.”

“I don’t understand.”

Cash shook his head. He had to get into this game or he’d be standing around like a fucking idiot for the rest of the day. “Fake IDs, Ella. We’ll make you one.”

HOT made counterfeit IDs so damned good they made the real ones look fake.

“But the marriage won’t be legitimate. My aunt and uncle will know it. So will Sheikh Fahd.”

“No, that’s not quite right. We’re replacing any identification you had,” Viking said. “Whatever your aunt and uncle are holding will be illegitimate. Colonel Mendez will make sure your prior credentials are declared lost. What we produce will be the real deal.”

Cage spoke up in his Cajun accent. “We need to get going, mon amis. We can keep discussing it in the car, yeah?”

Cash grabbed his duffel. Ella stood with her hands clasped in front of her, her eyes downcast. He let his gaze drift down to the floor—and realized she had no shoes. Hell, she had no clothes other than his. It made him angry for some reason.

“We’re going to need to get Ella some clothes,” he said. “So plan a stop along the way.”

Cage shook his head. “No can do, man. But we’ll have something waiting for her on the plane.”

Cash frowned. “Plane?”

“Did you think we were chauffeuring your ass to Nevada? Hawk’s wife is performing in Vegas. You’re catching a ride with them.”

Of course. After Hawk had married his pop-star wife, he’d eventually left HOT to start his own security business. They provided security services to high-end customers, but Hawk was still HOT to his bones.

Once HOT, always HOT. When Colonel Mendez had been on the run from the US government, it was Hawk and his resources that allowed HOT to help their commanding officer. They’d been stood down, their missions ended across the globe, but Hawk had provided them with what they needed. That he was helping out now was no surprise—but it also got Cash a bit in the feels.

HOT was the best family he had. He’d say the only family, but he had a half sister who’d somehow managed not to inherit her mother’s dislike of him. He didn’t talk to her often, but when he did, she was bubbly and sweet.

Viking’s phone pinged with a text. “Let’s roll,” he said. “We’ve got to hustle to make it to Dulles.”

Cash frowned at Ella. “Where’s the dress?”

“I left it in the bathroom.”

“You didn’t want to harm the dress, but you’re leaving it behind? After all that angst over it?”

“I didn’t think there’d be any room.”

Cash tipped his head at Cage. “Can you get her wedding dress?”

“Sure.”

Cash closed the distance between him and Ella. She had to tilt her head back at a sharp angle to look up at him. He wanted to kiss those pretty lips, but he wouldn’t. If she weren’t so young and inexperienced, maybe he would.

Maybe.

“I’ll carry you to the car,” he said, and her eyes widened.

“I can walk.”

“It’s wet out and you don’t have any shoes.”

She dropped her gaze, and he found himself wanting to tip her chin up again so he could see what was in those eyes. Was she frightened of him? Or just shy? It bothered him that it could be the former. He just didn’t know. And now wasn’t the time to ask.

Jesus. He was marrying this woman. For real. It staggered him. No wonder his teammates were so damned amused.

Viking took the duffel from his shoulder. Cash could have carried it and her, but he appreciated the gesture. He swept her up. She was so damned light. He had a moment of raw anger at the bitch of an aunt who’d controlled Ella’s food intake so severely.

Ella was small, but she was all angles. She should have more meat on her bones. Her arms went around his neck, but she wouldn’t look at him. His gaze dropped to her throat and the pulse hammering there. Wouldn’t take much to put his lips against that pulse. Caress it with his tongue.

Cage returned with the dress, and they went outside to the big black Suburban. Ella and Cash sat in the back while Cage and Viking went up front.

It would take about two and a half hours to reach Dulles. Then a few hours to Vegas. They could be married by nightfall. Cash shoved a hand into his hair and propped his head on his hand with his elbow against the window.

Not exactly how he’d planned to spend this weekend. And definitely not how he planned to spend the rest of his life. It was temporary. An arrangement. It’d be over before he knew it.
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CHAPTER TEN




It was around noon when they reached the airport. A man was waiting for them at the first checkpoint. She had to scoot over when he joined them in the back seat. After the way her body had burned when Cash carried her to the car in the first place, she wasn’t ready for another round of boiling in her own skin just yet. Too bad though, because she was going to get it anyway.

“Thanks for the help, Hawk,” Cash said to the newcomer.

He turned to them and smiled. “No problem. You know how Gina loves weddings.” He held out his hand and Ella took it. “Pleased to meet you, Your Highness. I’m Jack. Or you can call me Hawk. My wife is looking forward to meeting you.”

“I’m pleased to meet you as well—and please call me Ella.”

He nodded. “Ella. I passed your sizes on to her. She has a few things for you. We’ll pick up more in Vegas.”

Ella didn’t know what to say. Thank you didn’t begin to cover it—but what else did one say? When she’d given Viking her sizes while he’d been on the phone with this man during the ride here, she’d had no idea how much trouble he would go to for her.

“Thank you so much. I will pay you back.” She didn’t know how, but her pride dictated she say it. How could she be a royal princess and have nothing? It was the truth, but she’d figure something out. She’d get a job. Somehow.

“It’s not a problem,” he said. “Gina loves shopping. And I’m pretty sure she won’t allow you to pay us back, so don’t worry about it.”

Before Ella could object, they pulled up beside a plane. There was a set of stairs pushed up to the open door at the front of the fuselage, and Ella felt her jaw dropping open. She closed it before anyone noticed.

It was a big plane. When these men had said that she and Cash would be traveling on someone’s plane, she’d been thinking Learjet. Not a huge plane like people rode in every day. Her uncle used to have a jet, but he’d had to sell it. And it had been nothing like this one.

Everyone piled from the vehicle. Cash wouldn’t let her set her bare feet on the tarmac, so she had to wrap her arms around his neck and let him hold her close once more. Oh, the things it did to her heart to be held like this.

And not only her heart. Her insides tingled, and her sex ached with the beginnings of arousal. Embarrassment flooded her, creeping on hot feet across her skin. She kept her eyes downcast, afraid that someone would see how silly and virginal she was.

“This is where we leave you,” Viking said. “Good luck in Vegas. And Ella…”

She lifted her eyes to his and tried to smile.

“I know all this seems a bit crazy, but you’re one of us now. We’ve got your back.”

“Thank you.”

“Wish we could be there to see you take the plunge, Money,” Cage said.

“Shut up,” Cash replied, his chest rumbling. “And tell Cowboy to go to hell when you see him. I know he’s laughing his ass off right now.”

Cage laughed and reached out to shake Cash’s hand. “You know it, brother.”

The men said goodbye and got into the Suburban to go, but not before handing off Cash’s duffel and her wedding dress to someone waiting to take them onto the plane. Hawk nodded toward the gangway. “Go ahead and take her up. I’ll be there in a second.”

He went over to talk to some men standing nearby. Ella shifted in Cash’s arms as he headed for the steps. “I can walk up on my own.”

“The stairs are rough,” he told her without breaking stride. When they reached the top, he set her down so she could at least enter the plane on her own power. She appreciated that.

She stepped inside and a flight attendant appeared, smiling broadly. 

“Please continue into the main cabin,” the woman said. “There are some light refreshments available, but if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Ella murmured her thanks as she held tight to the ends of the shirt she’d tied at her waist. She felt like a beggar instead of a princess—which was nothing new, unfortunately. She had never felt like a princess in her life. She felt even less of one as she passed into the spacious and richly appointed main cabin. The seats were gray leather, club chair style. The walls gleamed with chrome and polished zebrawood accents, and there were murals of album covers. Oh my God, she recognized those covers… 

Ella looked away and her gaze landed on a blond-haired woman standing with her hands on her hips as she faced down a small boy who gazed up at her with apple-red cheeks and flashing eyes.

Gina Domenico?

“No, Eli, you are not getting any more M&M’s right now. Stop asking.”

“But Mama,” the boy whined.

“No, sir.”

“Daddy?” he asked hopefully as Hawk strolled in behind them.

Daddy?

Ella might be sheltered, but she had a digital music account. And Gina Domenico was one of her favorites. Right up there with Taylor Swift, Selena Gomez, Demi Lovato, and Beyoncé.

“Are you seriously asking me if you can have something after your mama told you no?” Hawk asked the little boy in a gruff voice.

Eli thought about it a second. “No, sir.”

“That’s what I thought. Now go play with your nanny and stop giving your mama a hard time.”

A young woman stood in the hall behind Gina. She took Eli’s hand as he tromped over to her, and ushered him away. Gina turned with a bright smile.

“Hi there,” she said, coming over and enveloping Ella in a hug before she knew what was happening. “You must be Ella. I’m Gina.”

Ella was a bit bewildered, but she returned Gina’s smile. Gina was famous, yet she seemed so genuine and happy. Not at all the mega talented pop star with the world at her feet.

“Yes,” Ella replied, happy with herself for not stammering. “Thank you for having me.”

“Honey, it’s no problem. Glad we can help.” Her gaze drifted to Cash. “Nice to see you again, Cash.”

“You too,” he replied. “Thanks for letting me hitch a ride again.”

Gina’s smile was bright. “Oh sweetie, you know I’d do anything for a wedding.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Cash grumbled. “This whole thing was probably your idea.”

Ella tried not to be starstruck while they bantered, but it wasn’t easy.

Gina laughed. “I can’t take credit, no. But it sounds to me like the boys know what needs to happen to keep you out of trouble and protect Ella from her deranged family. Sorry, honey,” Gina added with a look at Ella.

For the first time all morning, Ella laughed, though it was a small sound. “It’s okay. They are deranged.”

Gina studied her. “I’m thinking you’re ready to trade those hideous sweatpants in for some real clothes, am I right?”

Ella nodded. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate Cash’s generosity in loaning them to her, but she felt self-conscious in his clothes.

“Then come with me. I’ve got a selection of stuff in your size. We’ll find just the thing to get you started. Soon as it’s settled, we’ll be on the way.”

Ella let Gina usher her toward the back of the plane. But she couldn’t stop herself from looking over her shoulder at Cash. Just for a second. Her heart throbbed as their gazes met. His was intense, probing.

She couldn’t tell if he was merely angry about the situation—or if he regretted he’d ever met her.




*




“Quite the mess,” Hawk said after Gina and Ella were gone.

Cash gave himself a mental shake and turned away from his contemplation of the hallway they’d disappeared down. “Yeah.”

“Drink?”

“Beer?”

“You bet.” A few moments later, a flight attendant appeared with two beers. Hawk handed one to Cash and then held out his bottle to clink.

Cash took a long drink. “Not what I expected when I drove out of town yesterday. I should be standing in a trout stream today. Up to my ass in cold, clear water, casting my flies and waiting for a bite.” He shook his head. “Dammit, why’d I stop?”

Hawk snorted. “Because it’s how you’re wired. Because there’s no way in hell you could have kept on driving when she needed you. If you’d let it happen the way it was going down, you wouldn’t have a right to call yourself HOT.”

The truth of that statement squeezed his throat. He took another swallow of beer. “Yeah, I know. Damn.”

“Come on, Cash. It’s a mission. You’re marrying the woman for a mission. Might be a real wedding, real paper, but it’s all in the pursuit of keeping her safe from those assholes who tried to force her into marriage. And then there’s Fahd—need I remind you what that fucker has his fingers in?”

“No, I know he’s a trafficker. Arms, women, drugs. Oil isn’t enough for him apparently.”

“And neither is the other stuff. He wants to be king of Qu’rim.” Hawk nodded in the direction that Ella and Gina had gone. “She’s a princess, even if she’s a princess in exile. He wants that tie to an old monarchy to boost his claim when the rebels overthrow the current regime.”

The rebels in Qu’rim had been trying for a while—hell, they’d even taken the capital city of Baq for a couple of months before they’d been routed and pushed back. The situation was ongoing and not likely to be solved anytime soon. King Tariq bin Abdullah was still king, though the rebels fought to end his tenure daily. If they had a viable candidate in Sheikh Fahd? They’d fight harder—and they might succeed.

Cash couldn’t imagine Ella as a part of that world. She was too sheltered. Too gentle. “Seems like he might find it easier with a princess from his own part of the world.”

“True. But Capriolo lies in the Mediterranean, directly in the path of the shipping lanes for Fahd’s oil. I’m sure he envisions favorable trade conditions, perhaps even the possibility of a refinery.”

“I thought her family was in exile.” None of this made any damn sense.

“They are—but if she were to become queen of Qu’rim? Capriolo would have incentive for trade, certainly. Especially if Fahd were to unite the tribes and put a stop to the instability in the region.”

Cash blinked. “You don’t really think that’s possible. Not with the Freedom Force still running rampant.”

Hawk shook his head. “Nope. But I think it’s what Fahd thinks—and he’s willing to acquire her, same as he’d acquire a car or a racehorse. He has other wives—what’s one more added to the harem?”

Cash didn’t even want one wife. He couldn’t imagine several. “How would Ella be queen if he has a harem?”

“He’d probably make her the first wife. There’s a hierarchy, but he’d twist it to suit his own agenda.”

Cash hated the idea of Ella married to Fahd. It bothered him that he cared, but hell, he did. “He’s gonna be pissed when she resurfaces.”

“Probably.”

“I don’t see an endgame to this one, Hawk. Men like Fahd don’t give up easily.”

Hawk’s mouth was a grim line. “Exactly right. Which is why she needs us. The minute she ran away, she put a target on her back.”

“She needs witness protection, not a marriage to me.”

“Possibly,” Hawk said. “But you’re all she’s got.”




***











CHAPTER ELEVEN




They landed in Las Vegas five hours later. Ella had changed into a powder-blue sheath dress with a pair of black pumps. Gina had a makeup artist and hairdresser traveling with her, and they’d gone to work on Ella’s appearance.

“You need to be a glamorous princess,” Gina had said. “Jetting off to Vegas with your dear friend Gina and her husband so you can marry the man you love.”

Ella had frowned. “I never left the estate in fourteen years without being accompanied by someone. Everyone will know it’s a lie.”

“No they won’t, honey,” Gina had insisted. “Because your aunt and uncle would have to admit they’d held you prisoner. Besides, you only have to make the media believe the picture you present them. They’ll take it from there.”

Now they were in Vegas and Ella climbed into the waiting limo as Cash took her hand and helped her down into it. Then he slid in next to her, his expression giving nothing away. Her heart pattered out a beat that threatened to make her dizzy. He’d said nothing about her appearance. From the moment she’d returned to the main cabin during the flight until now, he hadn’t spoken to her.

The limo pulled away with only them inside. She spun to look behind them. Another limo sat on the tarmac, and Gina was making her way toward it on Jack’s arm.

“Why didn’t they come with us?” she asked, turning back to Cash.

He glanced over at her. It was a cool, detached glance. Not that she blamed him. She’d caused him a lot of trouble, and all because he’d tried to help her. She was still causing trouble.

“Because Gina attracts a lot of attention wherever she goes. We’re going straight to the hotel and up to our room. Hawk and Gina will join us a little later, and we’ll get married. After that, we’ll hang out with them and be seen. The media will pick up news of our marriage, and your family will find out. You’ll have to express shock at their version of events, especially at the fact they’ve reported you missing.”

Ella wasn’t so sure about her ability to do that, but she nodded. This whole situation—God, it was out of control. But if she hadn’t walked away, hadn’t stolen that Mercedes and tried to escape, she’d be heaven knows where right now. But wherever it was, it would be with Sheikh Fahd… and she would no longer be a virgin.

Ella shuddered. Just the thought of lying beneath him while he stuck his penis in her body was horrifying. But if she replaced him with Cash?

Shivers cascaded up and down her spine. She clasped her hands in her lap and concentrated on breathing.

The limo left the airport and headed for the hotel. Ella had never been to Las Vegas, so she craned her neck and tried to see everything as they rolled along. It was so flat and brown. But in the distance there were mountains. The sky was blue and clear, and the traffic was thick. When they finally turned onto the Strip, they weren’t on it long before the limo glided up the driveway of the Bellagio. A bellman opened the car door.

“Welcome to the Bellagio, sir. Madam.”

Cash climbed from the car and helped her out. She thought he would let her hand go, but he didn’t. They strolled into the hotel and up to the desk. It didn’t take long to check them in. Soon they were on their way up to the room. Ella was trying not to freak out, but she quietly was. There was so much noise, so much life and activity in the hotel. The colors, the people, the smells—it was overwhelming compared to what she was used to. It wasn’t that her aunt and uncle never went anywhere. They did, and they took Ella and her cousins with them. But in the past few years, they didn’t travel the way they once had. And they’d never brought anyone to Vegas.

Cash held her hand in the elevator. There were other people with them, so she couldn’t say anything. But her system was short-circuiting. All she could concentrate on was the feel of her palm against his, her fingers twined with his much larger ones. His hand was big and warm, a bit rough on the palms. She liked it.

When they finally reached their floor, they had a short walk to the room. Cash opened the door and let her go in first. Ella gasped. There was a small foyer, but when you got beyond that, the room was spectacular—plush furnishings in the living area, upholstered with gorgeous turquoise fabrics, and a king-sized bed with a tufted satin headboard and lush linens that she could see through the open bedroom door.

But the view was what drew her eyes.

Ella hurried over to the window and gazed out at the activity so far below. There was a small lake down there and fountains that shot into the air all across it. People crowded the sidewalks lining the lake, watching the fountains.

Cash loomed beside her and her breath shortened. He sucked all the air from the room. Made her hot and achy at the same time. She wanted to run from him, and she wanted him to hold her again.

“It’s pretty amazing, right?”

She turned to him. His face was in profile to her as he stood with his hands in his jeans pockets and gazed at the view. He looked thoughtful. Or maybe it was sad. She thought again of how upset he’d been that morning when his friends told him he had to marry her. She’d been embarrassed and angry, but what could she say?

She’d thought about it all day, and she’d realized there was only one thing he’d want to hear.

“I’m sorry I’ve caused you so much trouble.”

He didn’t respond at first, and her stomach bottomed out. But then he turned to her, slowly, and those eyes were both fierce and tender as they raked over her.

“It’s not your fault, Ella. If anyone’s to blame, it’s the people who tried to force you to marry against your will.”

“But now you’re marrying me against yours,” she said softly.

“I am, but that’s still not your fault.”

“I feel like it is.”

His expression was fierce one moment and kind the next. “Then you need to get over that, Princess.”

“I’m trying.”

“Try harder.”

As if it was so easy. She swallowed the knot in her throat and watched the fountains throwing water into the air in synchronized splendor. Cash’s phone disturbed the silence after a few moments. He turned away to answer it.

“Yeah. … Yeah. Great. … We’ll be there.”

He pocketed the phone. “We need to go to Jack and Gina’s suite. The preacher—or whatever Gina got to do this—will be there soon.”

Ella had thought her stomach couldn’t drop any lower. She’d been wrong. “I can’t believe this,” she said as panic rose in her throat like one of those fountains down below. “I’m about to be a married woman—and I’ve never even been kissed.”




*




Cash stiffened. What the hell?

He’d had a hard time looking at her from the moment she emerged from Gina’s care hours earlier. Her long, dark hair was combed straight. It fell like a silken cloud over her shoulders, tumbling down her back.

Some idiot had put makeup on her. He didn’t say that because he disapproved of makeup. What he disapproved of was a makeup artist with a talent for highlighting what was already there.

Ella was gorgeous. Dark, flashing eyes that contained more than a pinch of vulnerability, along with strength in abundance, had been turned up a thousand degrees. Now she had what Cage’s wife had informed him was a smoky eye, with whatever it was artists did to make that happen. Eyeliner, mascara, eye shadow—all that shit. Her lips were colored a deep pink, and her cheeks glowed.

But it was the dress that had been his undoing all those hours ago. The palest of blues, it set off her creamy skin and dark hair to perfection. It skimmed her figure, not clinging, but definitely highlighting what was there. And then there were those bare legs. She was short compared to him, but she still managed to have legs that went on for miles.

He’d spent the better part of an hour imagining those legs on his shoulders. His dick had strained against his fly so hard he’d worried he might embarrass himself. He’d sat far longer than he normally would before he’d gotten up and moved around the cabin.

He’d deliberately ignored her. Not talked to her. And he was paying for it now by being alone with her in a suite with a massive king bed that was just made for hot, slow, sweet fucking all night long.

Except that she was a virgin. And Cash did not do virgins.

Even a virgin he was about to marry.

Still, what she’d just said. Holy cow. It socked him in the gut. Not because he ascribed deep emotions to kissing, but this gorgeous woman had never kissed a man? It wasn’t right. She wasn’t a teenager but a woman. A beautiful woman who’d never even been kissed.

He told himself that wasn’t his fault. That he didn’t owe her a kiss. Hell, he was marrying her to keep her safe—what more could she want? Because he damned sure wasn’t going to have sex with her. If she thought that, she was mistaken.

Stop being an ass, Cash. Just kiss the girl.

“Do you want to be kissed?” he asked.

She met his eyes. Hers sparked with heat and his groin tightened. Not now.

“I have always thought so, yes.”

He might have laughed if it weren’t so serious. Sweet Ella, she was trying to think logically about the whole thing. But some things weren’t logical at all.

“And now?”

“Now?” Her gaze dropped, her lashes hiding the expressions in those eyes for a moment before she lifted them again. “Yes, I would like to try kissing before I have to kiss you officially. What if I mess it up?”

“You won’t. We can agree to a kiss on the lips, no open mouth, no tongue. It’ll be easy.”

“Easy for you.”

“If you want me to kiss you now, I can show you a thing or two. So when you date men later, you’ll know what to do.”

“That would be lovely.”

Cash turned her gently until she faced him. Her lashes lifted and she gazed at him expectantly. He let his eyes wander over her face, taking in every line and curve. Then he slipped a hand into the small of her back and tugged her close.

She gasped as her palms shot up to press against his chest.

“If you want to do this right, you have to get close,” he told her.

She nodded, chewing the inside of her lip. Cash slid his palm along the side of her jaw, just to feel her silky skin. His thumb glided over the pulse in her neck—and he nearly growled in satisfaction. It throbbed against his thumb like a trapped bird.

A voice in his head asked him what the hell he thought he was doing, but he stepped into her, even closer than before, though it should not have been possible, until her body melded to his from breast to hip. He brought his other hand up to cup her jaw so that her face was between his palms.

Then he tipped her head back and dropped his mouth to hers in slow, painful increments.




***











CHAPTER TWELVE




Ella’s eyes fluttered closed, though she wanted to watch the whole thing. But it was instinctual, this eye-closing. Parting her lips must have been a part of the instinct thing too, because she didn’t recall telling herself to do it.

The heat of him slammed into her body. She was still trying to process the breast-to-hip feeling of being melded to a man—and the bulge of something pressing against her belly was ultra distracting—when she felt the first brush of his mouth against hers.

Ella whimpered and then hated herself for making a sound when he hesitated. The overwhelmingness of him, right there in her space, eased. She opened her eyes, blinking up at him. Was that it? Just a brush of lips against lips? Was that all he planned to do?

“You okay?”

“Yes. Of course.”

He frowned, his gaze heavy-lidded and sensual. “You don’t need to be afraid, Ella. I won’t hurt you.”

“I know that.”

And she did. He’d been nothing but honorable since the moment she’d met him. And if he was the kind of guy to take advantage of being alone with her, he could have done that yesterday. Nobody would have heard her scream for help if he’d attacked her.

But she’d known he wouldn’t. She’d just known it from the instant he’d stood up for her with the rain beating down and her uncle’s security man telling him it was none of his business.

“Good.”

She curled her fingers into his shirt. He was wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, and his arms bulged from the sleeves as he cupped her face. The thought of kissing him made her pulse fly—and other parts of her ache.

“Please kiss me, Cash. It’s okay.”

He dropped his head toward hers, and she closed her eyes again. She found herself rising on tiptoe, seeking his mouth.

And then their lips met again, but this time she didn’t make a sound. His mouth ghosted over hers, so sensual and light, his lips teasing and tormenting her. It was thrilling and painful all at once.

Ella strained toward him, her fingers curling harder into his shirt as if she could tug him down to her with sheer strength.

“Eager?” he whispered against her mouth, laughing.

But he didn’t let her answer. Instead, he took her mouth harder, lips meshing together, his tongue sliding against the seam. Ella opened her mouth—and his tongue slipped in to join hers.

It was the most exciting, the most sensual thing she’d ever experienced. His tongue didn’t devour hers. No, it teased and stroked and tormented. His hands dropped from her face to slide down her back and hold her against him.

The hardness pressing into her belly grew bigger. He shifted, taking the pressure away, and that disappointed her. She wanted to feel him there. Feel him growing bigger. She knew what was happening even if she had no practical knowledge of it herself.

Right now she wanted that experience pretty badly. But he wasn’t going to give it to her.

He kissed her deeply, again and again, and she clung to him, savoring the sensation. At some point her arms had gone around his neck, and when he pulled away she tried to bring him back.

He gently unwound her arms and set her away from him, laughing softly. “Honey, if we keep doing that, I may have to forget every rule I ever made for myself.”

Ella blinked. She could still taste him on her tongue. Her nipples tingled, her sex ached, and she wanted more of the same.

“You have rules?”

He stepped away and scrubbed both his hands through his hair as if trying to scrub away his thoughts. “Yes, I have rules.” He stared at her pointedly. “Never getting married is number one on the list, but I’m about to break that one.”

Ella’s heart flipped. “What else?”

“No virgins. And since I’m breaking number one, I’m not about to break that rule too.”

“I see.”

“It’s not personal, Ella. One day, when this is over, you’re going to find the right guy. And you’ll want to give yourself to him. If you give yourself to me, you’ll regret it.”

Ella folded her arms over her chest, hurt and embarrassment warring for first place. A tiny flame of anger kindled, flickering stronger with each passing second.

“Is that what you did? You waited to give yourself to the right woman?”

He had the grace to look sheepish. “It’s different for guys.”

“Really? And who told you that?”

He was frowning now. Hard. “It’s been my experience—”

“Oh? How many times? How many virgins? One? Two? Ten? How is that representative of every single woman in the world?”

Okay, so she was surprising herself by arguing with him, but really, it was a ridiculous notion that she needed to wait and give herself to the right man. When she’d been sold to Sheikh Fahd for her virginity, it was truly the last thing she treasured. The sooner it was gone, the better. Men like Fahd would no longer want her, and her aunt and uncle would have no reason to want her back.

Though marrying this man was going to ruin her value anyway. Her virginity wasn’t even an issue. Except to him, apparently.

He looked about as surprised as she felt. “Ella, I’m pretty sure, no matter how fierce you are about this, that you will get emotionally involved with the man who initiates you. You might not intend to, but it’s going to happen. That man will not be me.”

“I hate that you think you know me.”

He grinned. “Not even married yet and we’re having our first fight.”

She was not appeased. “For your information, it doesn’t thrill me to have to marry you either. I don’t know you—and I don’t like knowing you’d rather have a root canal than marry me. But this is the situation, is it not? So now we deal with it.”

“We are dealing with it. We just aren’t dealing with it by having sex.”

Ella turned her back and started toward the door. Tears pricked her eyes, which annoyed her, but he made her so mad. Not because she expected sex, but because he’d totally dismissed the idea simply because she’d never done it before.

She stopped and whirled. “Tell me something—if I weren’t a virgin, would we be having this conversation?”

He stalked toward her, all pretense of humor gone. “Probably not. Because we’d both understand what the score was.”

Oh, he was infuriating. “Do you have any idea how ridiculous that sounds? What if I’d had sex exactly once? Would that magically make me able to avoid emotional involvement with you?” She waved a hand. “You think you know everything, Cash, but you don’t. And you most certainly don’t know me.”

He was staring at her as if she’d sprouted another head. She didn’t give him a chance to speak. “Now please stop wasting my time with your stupid arguments, and let’s get married.”
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Cash didn’t like the way this situation was going. And he didn’t mean the marriage.

No, he meant her. Princess Ella, who’d just princessed all over him. He knew when he was being told off. Worse, he knew when the other person was mostly right.

And she was right to point out the ridiculousness of his arguments. Hell, he had no idea what she would do if he fucked her. He’d never actually initiated a virgin himself—but his best buddy in basic had, and it had crushed his dreams of being a SEAL right out of existence. Charlie had ended up married, pussy whipped, and supporting three kids in three years. He’d also never made it onto the teams. He was regular Navy, which was fine, but when you’d always wanted to be a SEAL, it was a bit of a letdown.

Charlie had never rescued a hostage or taken out a pocket of terrorist assholes, and he was somewhat bitter, though he tried not to let it come through whenever he and Cash talked. But it did. Cash had told him that he could still be a SEAL if he wanted, but Charlie always had a reason why Deidre and the kids wouldn’t like it.

Cash had thought about quietly backing away, but whenever Charlie called or they were in the same town, Cash couldn’t refuse the contact. They’d been best friends when they were young and new to the military, and they’d helped each other.

But seeing Charlie now was painful. His marriage had been rocky as hell, though the last time Cash had spoken to him, he and Deidre were in counseling and things were going well.

Ella stomped over to the door and threw him a glance over her shoulder. “Are we going or not?”

Oh yeah, the wedding.

“We’re going.” He went over and opened the door, preceding her as was his habit. To hell with letting a lady go first. You couldn’t protect the lady if you sent her out in front of you when you didn’t know the territory. But there was no one waiting for them as they made their way down the corridor.

They reached Hawk and Gina’s room without speaking to each other again. Cash was still trying to process the way his guts had twisted the second he’d touched his mouth to hers. Not to mention the way his blood had pounded in excitement when she glared at him and told him off.

He rapped on the door and it opened instantly. Gina beamed at them both while Hawk groaned in the background.

“Baby, what have I told you about opening the door?”

Gina waved him off. “You said to let you do it—but sweetie, I’m not an idiot. I used the peephole and verified it was our happy couple.”

Not that happy, Cash thought.

Gina frowned at them both. “Now what is going on here? Y’all didn’t look so glum on the plane.” She reached past him to hook her arm into Ella’s. “Come here, love. Tell me what bad ol’ Cash did to you.”

“Hey,” Cash protested as he followed them inside. The suite was predictably lush and expansive with a view of the Vegas Strip and the lake below. “I’m right here. And I didn’t do anything. Ella and I are feeling the pressure, that’s all.”

“Well, y’all need to look happy for the pictures—”

“Pictures?” Cash burst out. “What the hell, Gina?”

Hawk was too busy laughing to get mad about Cash demanding answers from his wife.

“Oh honey,” Gina said as she threw him a look. “You really aren’t using your head with this one, are you? The whole idea of getting married has got you so twisted up—” She cocked her head. “Do you need a massage? I can get someone up here in no time flat.”

Cash held up his hands. “No, thanks. I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. He doesn’t, does he?” she asked Ella.

Ella looked about as happy as he did. Which, he suspected, was something akin to a cornered bear.

“I think it’s still a shock to us both,” Ella said.

He liked that she didn’t instantly start complaining about him. That she actually tried to share the blame for the tension between them.

Gina put her hands on her hips and faced them both with a stern look on her face. “Now look, you two, this is important. If we’re going to pull this off, you have to look like you like each other. Even better would be if you can’t seem to keep your hands off each other, though I’ll accept looking at each other with longing. We’re going to have a wedding, with pictures, and then we’re going out on the town for a little while. The point is to be seen and to dispel the notion that anybody was kidnapped.”

Cash looked to Hawk for help. There was nothing forthcoming from that quarter. No, Hawk was too busy laughing.

“She’s right, Money. This may not be an official op, but you’ve got to get in the game like it is. Play the part for the media and then go to your room and refuse to speak to each other if you like.”

It was Gina’s turn again. “I had some more clothes sent up, Ella. I think you should wear white, even if it’s not a formal dress like the one you brought on the plane. I have a few options to try.” She glanced at her watch. “The minister will be here in fifteen minutes.”

“What about her documents?” Cash asked when Ella and Gina disappeared into one of the bedrooms.

Hawk picked up a packet from the table nearest him. “Delivered.”

He handed Cash the packet, and Cash opened it to reveal a black Capriolan diplomatic passport and a Virginia identification card. He opened the passport.




Princess Antonella Maria Rossi of the royal family of Capriolo




There was a picture of Ella, her birth date—she would be twenty-three in another month—and her address. A stone formed in his stomach as he thought about what would have happened if he hadn’t intervened when she needed him.

Didn’t matter that he’d gotten himself tangled up in Capriolan politics. Cash had done what was right, and he’d given Ella a chance.

“There’s something else you should know,” Hawk said, and Cash lifted his head.

Hawk looked mighty serious.

“What’s that?”

He nodded at the passport in Cash’s hand. “I don’t think she knows it, but Ella isn’t just a princess. If the Rossis hadn’t been exiled from Capriolo, she would be their queen.”




***











CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Ella still couldn’t quite believe she was hanging out with Gina Domenico, the golden-voiced singer who’d sung in her ear when she holed up in her room and wished she were living a different life than the one she had. Gina’s songs were about strength and purpose and heartbreak. They were about life lived to the fullest. Ella could hear the refrain from one of her favorites, “Get It, Girl,” playing in her head as she surveyed the dresses hanging from a garment rack in Gina’s bedroom.

Gina was strong and amazing. She had a gorgeous man, two adorable children, and the world at her feet. Ella wished she was half as strong and accomplished.

“You okay, hon?” Gina asked.

“Yes.” Ella cleared her throat. “Just thinking. So much has happened.”

“Do you wish you’d stayed where you were?”

“No, definitely not.” There was nothing for her in the life she’d left behind.

“I know Cash is a bit gruff and pissed off right now, but he’ll come around. He’s a good guy, Ella. I know the type because I married one. But let me tell you, it wasn’t all roses and sunshine. It was hard, and I had to fight for what I wanted.”

Ella’s brows drew together. Gina and Jack seemed so happy. “He didn’t want to get married?”

Gina snorted. “He didn’t want anything to do with me. It’s complicated, but the short story is that we didn’t see each other for four years after the first time. I had Eli, our son, but I didn’t tell Jack because he’d told me he didn’t want children.” Her expression pinched. “Well, it was more than that—but anyway, it took four years. And he was furious with me. Truthfully, I thought he hated me—but it worked out. Everything happens for a reason.”

“I don’t even know Cash. I don’t know that I want to be married to him. But I’m grateful for him, and I’ll do whatever it takes to be free of my aunt and uncle.”

Gina reached out and squeezed her hand. “Cash was there for a reason. I believe that. Whatever happens between you is meant to happen.” She shrugged. “Nothing to do but wait and see. Now, tell me which of these dresses you want to try on first.”

Ella chose a long strapless white dress with a sweetheart neckline. The dress was silky and glowing, the skirt falling to the floor and trailing behind. Gina had underwear to go with it, and Ella changed in the bathroom, gasping at the sleek lines of the dress in the mirror. When she walked out to show Gina, the other woman put her hand to her mouth with a soft oh.

“That’s lovely, Ella. I don’t think you should try anything else.” She pulled a black ribbon off the rack and came over to wind it around Ella’s waist. “Just a little contrast. What do you think?”

Ella turned to the mirror and stared at herself in wonder. This dress was more her than the lacy, bejeweled thing she’d worn yesterday. It was perfect.

“And one more thing,” Gina said, going over to the dresser and retrieving something. When she returned with a tiara, Ella started to shake her head. It was too much like yesterday, too much making her into what she was supposed to be rather than what she felt like.

“Oh honey,” Gina said. “It’s okay. It’s meant to drive home the idea that you are a princess to the media. If they don’t see a tiara, they won’t quite emphasize that fact. And we want them to. We want them to run with the narrative that a royal princess has found her American prince. It will make your aunt and uncle’s story much less appealing.”

Ella bowed her head while Gina put the tiara into place. When she lifted her head and gazed in the mirror, it wasn’t as out of place as she’d feared. The tiara was small, tasteful, nothing like the bejeweled crown of yesterday. It perched on her hair like an airy confection. Enhancing but not dominating. It worked.

“See?” Gina said.

“Yes.”

“I know it’s common to put your hair up with a strapless dress, but I think leaving yours long is the right answer.” She lifted a lock of Ella’s hair. “You have beautiful hair, and leaving it long emphasizes innocence and virginity.”

Ella was a little shocked. “You’ve thought about this a lot.”

Gina laughed. “I love weddings. I admit it. Honestly, if I weren’t an entertainer, I’d be a wedding coordinator. There’s just something about watching a girl walk down the aisle—and seeing the groom’s reaction to her—that makes me happy. When the groom has no idea what’s going to happen—and even sometimes when he does—the look on his face is just… Oh…”

Ella couldn’t help but laugh a little bit. “Cash won’t be looking at me that way. It’s like that reality show where they got married at first sight. That’s us. Most of those didn’t work out, right?”

“Yes, but you’re playing a part here. For the media. So we’re going act like this is a love match.”

Ella gulped. “I can do it.”

“I know you can. Ready?”

Ella nodded and Gina led her back out to the living room. Jack and Cash weren’t there, but someone rapped on the door, and a servant appeared out of nowhere to open it. Ella wondered why Gina hadn’t let the man open the door earlier, but maybe he hadn’t gotten a chance. In fact, the man had pretty much rushed the door like he was attacking it. Quite possibly on orders from Jack Hunter.

It wasn’t anyone dangerous on the other side though. It was a man in an Elvis costume, along with a woman who carried a briefcase. Ella blinked and Gina clapped, laughing.

“Perfect,” she said. “Absolutely perfect.”

“Is this little lady the bride?” Elvis asked with a curl of his lip.

“She is indeed.”

Ella thought it was a little obvious, but whatever.

“Thank you. Thank you verra much.” Elvis swaggered inside and then dropped on one knee in front of her. When he broke out into “Love Me Tender,” Ella’s eyes widened in shock.

He took her hand, singing that he wanted her to love him tender, love him true. All his dreams fulfilled. It was silly and poignant at the same time, because the man she was marrying felt none of those things.

As if on cue, Cash appeared with Jack. He’d changed into a black tux, and her heart did a flip in her chest. My God, how did he manage to look so handsome and so tough at the same time?

He glared at Elvis for a long minute, but Elvis didn’t seem to care. She thought that Cash shot her an odd look, but she wasn’t sure. Probably he had. He didn’t want to get married, and now this.

Freaking Elvis.

When Elvis finished his song, he got to his feet with a flourish, kissed Ella’s hand, and straightened the lapels of his white sequined jumpsuit. “Y’all ready for some tender lovin’?”

Gina was laughing. “We certainly are.”

Cash’s frown was heavy, but he strolled over and stood beside Ella. “So where are we doing this?”

“Right there’s good,” Elvis said. 

He turned to the woman with the briefcase. A moment later, he was wearing a shawl and holding a Bible. His expression grew serious.

“Dearly beloved,” he began.

It didn’t take long to run through the ceremony. Ella kept expecting her aunt and uncle to burst into the room and put an end to the whole thing, but it didn’t happen. Before she knew it, she was saying, “I do.”

“You may now kiss the bride,” Elvis said, and Cash turned to face her.

He looked awfully angry. Or maybe it was despair. Because he was trapped.

“Sorry,” she mouthed.

He frowned harder. And then he reached for her. Her heart thudded a dizzy drumbeat in her ears as he wrapped her in his embrace. His mouth lowered to hers. She braced herself for a whirlwind of sensation, like earlier—but it didn’t happen.

He treated her like he had the first time he’d kissed her. A brief touch and then it was over and he was looking down at her. She blinked up at him. Before she could gather her thoughts, he set her away—gently—and turned back to Elvis.

Elvis was smiling, his thick black hair and bushy sideburns almost comical as he shoved on his sunglasses and clicked his teeth. “Thank you. Thank you verra much, Cash and Ella. Congratulations. I hope your life together is long and fruitful. Now, if you can sign these documents, we’ll be done.”

Ella and Cash both signed, and a waiter appeared with champagne flutes. Ella took one. So did everyone else. Gina stood with Jack, a tear in her eye.

“Oh my gosh, y’all,” she gushed. “I’m just so happy for you both. May you be as happy as Jack and I.”

Jack put an arm around her and kissed the top of her hair. He murmured something to her that made her smile and swipe a finger beneath her eyes. Then she turned to him and cupped his jaw, kissing him swiftly and hotly.

Ella burned with envy. That’s what she wanted. What she’d always wanted. To belong. To know she had a home with one person who cared.

Gina lifted her glass. “To Cash and Ella.”

Ella touched the glass to her lips. She’d had champagne, so it was nothing new, but this version tasted so much better than the one her aunt and uncle served. It tasted expensive, and she found that it went down much easier than anything she’d ever had before.

Her insides warmed as the wine hit and burst into tiny bubbles in her belly. She felt mellow, calm, and she smiled as a photographer appeared and took pictures of them together—and with Elvis. Ella didn’t find it hard to smile with a glass of champagne in her. She threaded her arm into Cash’s and smiled big as the photographer snapped photos.

Cash twirled her into his arms and held her close. Her heart pounded and her belly flipped as she laughed. Jack and Gina joined them, the four of them hamming it up for the photos. In another picture, it was just her and Gina. It felt so natural, so ordinary, that Ella had no trouble smiling and laughing.

When Elvis, his assistant, and the photographer were gone, her veins still hummed from the champagne. She wasn’t drunk, but she was happy.

“Well, that went over rather well,” Gina said. And then she sighed. “Not the ideal wedding, but good. Ella, if it doesn’t work out with this clown, let me know. I’d love to coordinate a real, big gala wedding.”

“I will,” Ella replied. But in truth she couldn’t imagine it. She’d nearly had the big gala wedding, and it had unnerved her to the point she’d run. And thank God she had.

She glanced at Cash. He’d accepted a second glass of champagne, but he was frowning. She took another one too. She was going to need it if she had to endure his frowns.

Gina clapped her hands. “All right, I know this is the time when you’d run off to the reception in a typical wedding, but I need an hour to take care of some prior commitments before we go out on the town. Can you two amuse yourselves?”

“Yeah, we got it,” Cash said.

She didn’t know what that meant, but after copious cheek kissing and plans to meet downstairs in an hour, Ella and Cash left the suite and strode silently toward their room. Cash didn’t say a word, and the longer it went on, the more unnerved she felt.

They reached their room and he swiped the keycard. 

Ella drifted past a mirror on her way inside and started. “I left my clothes!”

The white dress was stunning, but it wasn’t something she should wear out on the town. Cash flicked a glance at her. He glanced down and realized he was still in his tuxedo.

“Fuck. Damn that Gina.”

Ella felt a little bit offended on Gina’s behalf. “She’s nice. I like her.”

“She is nice. She also meddles.”

“She means well.”

“She thinks every damn wedding leads to happy ever after.”

“I don’t think she thinks that at all. She’s happy in her marriage. She hopes other people will be as well.”

He considered her before he jerked his tie loose and went over to pour a drink from the liquor cabinet. “Want anything?”

Ella shook her head. She was still swimming from the last one.

She was surprised when he handed her a glass of white wine. She thought about refusing, but she took it anyway. He took a sip of his drink—whiskey, she thought—and she did the same.

“Tell me more about Capriolo,” he said.

Ella blinked. “More? I have never been there.”

“How was the monarchy set up? Who was the king? That kind of thing.”

Ella frowned. She honestly didn’t remember much about what she’d been told. “I don’t know. My grandfather was the king—but there was a coup, and we were sent into exile. My parents lived in Europe. Italy. I think I spent the first eight years of my life in Tuscany and the Amalfi Coast. I loved it there.”

“How did your parents die?”

Her heart pinched. It always hurt to think of Mama and Papa. They had loved her. When she’d gone to Aunt Flavia and Uncle Gaetano, she’d thought she’d get more of the same. She’d been terribly wrong.

“A car accident. The Amalfi Coast is very twisty and turny. They were out driving—and something happened. Failed brakes, a car running them off the road—I don’t know precisely. All I know is they never came back. And I was sent to America.”




***











CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Cash was having trouble processing what Hawk told him earlier. Ella was a queen. Or would be, if Capriolo still had a monarchy. She hadn’t told him she was a princess—had she also hidden the fact she would be a queen, or did she truly not know? Not that it mattered really. She wasn’t a queen—and never would be unless Capriolo suddenly decided they wanted to invite her back.

But it might explain a lot about her aunt and uncle. The way they’d treated her, the way they’d sold her into marriage to Sheikh Fahd. It would explain a lot about Fahd as well. Why he wanted her, why he was willing to pay to marry her. A queen—even an exiled queen—would go a long way toward cementing his claim in Qu’rim.

“Who would the king be today, assuming you still had a king there?”

She frowned. “My uncle, I think. He is a Rossi.”

“But who was the eldest Rossi? Your uncle or your father?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’ve never googled these things?”

“No. My aunt and uncle restricted what we could search for. If I wanted to keep my privileges—downloading music, reading books—then I knew not to violate the restrictions.”

Ella Rossi—hell, Ella McQuaid now—was a goddamned queen, and her relatives had hidden it from her. Hidden it from the world, apparently. Because like Hawk had said, it was buried deep. The line of succession went from her grandfather to her father to her. She’d effectively been the exiled queen since she was eight years old—and she apparently didn’t know it.

It was clear to him she didn’t. So did he tell her? Or did he keep it from her because it didn’t matter?

He wasn’t certain—but he was certain that now was not the time to discuss it.

“Why are you asking me this?” Her head was tilted as she stared at him. He couldn’t help but notice the pinkness of her mouth, the smokiness of her eyes. Her hair was a lush waterfall of silky darkness. Her eyes were pools of sepia ink. The urge to kiss her smashed through him like a nuclear detonation.

A little voice whispered that he had the right. He could kiss her. He could undress her, explore her, make her come. It was his right. She was his wife. His wife.

Cash shook himself and turned away, taking a gulp of the whiskey he’d poured. It scalded his throat. He needed to remember. Remember that she was a virgin and he shouldn’t touch her. Because this wasn’t real and it wasn’t going to last.

It was a job. She was his job. Protect her. Keep her safe. Let her go at the end of it so she could make her own life.

“Just wondering,” he said. “Figured I should know more about you.”

He tried not to let his gaze wander down her body. Damn that Gina. She knew how to dress a bride. It had taken everything he had not to let his tongue fall out earlier when he’d walked into the room and seen Ella in that white dress. It was strapless, and the white of it set off her creamy olive skin and made her glow. The bodice was fitted, and the skirt clung to her hips before flaring below the knee and dragging in a silky puddle behind her. There was no ornamentation, unlike the dress she’d been wearing when he rescued her yesterday.

But this dress suited her so much more. In that dress, she’d seemed untouchable, armored. Like a doll instead of a woman. In this dress? She was feminine and appealing. Touchable, though he couldn’t touch her. Not ever.

He wanted to. More than ever, he wanted to. He tossed back the whiskey and chalked it up to the perversity of the situation. He, Cash McQuaid, the avowed bachelor, was married. A thing he’d sworn he’d never do. It was as if fate were laughing at him. Fate had found Ella, put her in his path, and was currently laughing her ass off at him. Or was it asses? He seemed to remember that the Fates were plural in Greek mythology.

Whatever.

“And what about you?” Ella asked, her dark eyes liquid pools of curiosity. She held the wineglass in delicate fingers, taking periodic sips of the golden liquid. Was it his imagination, or did she sway a tiny bit on her feet?

“What about me?”

“You asked about my parents, my past. What about yours? I know nothing about you.”

“You know enough. I’m a Navy SEAL. I protect people. I’m protecting you.”

She took a delicate sip of wine. “I thank you for that. But who are you, Cash McQuaid?” She frowned and shook her head as if to clear it. “That is such an odd thing to say. Cash McQuaid—I am Mrs. McQuaid, am I not? My last name has been Rossi for so long.”

“I think you will always be a Rossi,” he said. “And this is America. You don’t have to take my last name.”

“But I did. It was on the forms.”

He shrugged. “That was done to protect you. When we divorce, you can change it back.”

She frowned and dropped her gaze to her drink. “Of course.”

“Don’t be offended, Ella,” he said. “I’m just telling you the truth. You won’t want to stay married to me.”

Her eyes flashed as she lifted her gaze. “I didn’t say I did.”

Jesus, did she have to be so pretty? “Didn’t Gina give you any other clothes?”

She frowned. “I selected an outfit on the plane. That was all. Besides, I don’t want her to give me clothes.”

Cash blew out a breath and went to pour another whiskey. Damn.

“I don’t think you want to go out on the town wearing a wedding dress. That’s all I’m saying.”

Her lower lip stuck out for a second before she sucked it back in. “I don’t want to go out on the town at all.”

“That makes two of us,” he grumbled before sipping his whiskey.

She went over and sank down on a plush Queen Anne chair. Her dark eyes studied him. “You have not answered my question. Who are you, Cash? Besides a Navy SEAL. Where do you come from? Who are your parents?”

He frowned. He didn’t like talking about this stuff. But she kept looking at him expectantly and he thought, What the fuck.

“My dad is an asshole. A misogynistic, womanizing bastard who thinks women are possessions. My mother left him years ago. I haven’t heard from her since. I have a stepmother though. She hates me. My half sister is a sweetheart who adores me. I don’t go home much other than to see friends.”

Ella’s lip trembled and then stopped. She sipped her drink and tried to look cool. “I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “Don’t be. I knew the score years ago. I couldn’t leave fast enough.”

“You sound like me in a way. I wanted to leave but could not. They wouldn’t let me.”

He did feel sympathy for her. “And now you have. How do you feel?”

“Strange. I ran away from a marriage and now I’m married. I wanted to make my own decisions, but so far they have all been made for me. I don’t see that changing soon.”

He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, but I don’t either. It’s the nature of the business. To protect you, we have to create and control the situation. Eventually you’ll be free.”

“Yes, I’m sure I will.”

“Are you hungry?” he asked after a few silent moments. “We can order something from room service. Hell, we can tell Gina we aren’t going anywhere if you wish. She has pictures of the ceremony. That should be enough.”

Ella looked relieved for a moment, but then her expression hardened as if she was summoning all her willpower. “No, I think we have to stick to the plan. I can wait for dinner.”

He glanced through the open bedroom door at the king-sized bed and cleared his throat. There was still that hurdle to cross, wasn’t there?

Ella glanced at him. Her gaze followed his, and he was certain a red flush crept up her throat. He hurried to reassure her.

“I’ll get the hotel to bring up a cot,” he said. “You can have the bed.”

“That’s kind of you,” she murmured.

Kind? He didn’t think it was kind at all. Instead, he thought it might be an act of self-preservation.

He took another slug of whiskey. It was starting to send warm fire snaking along his veins. The temptation to down it chipped away at him, but he refused to lose control. He had too much discipline to do so.

“No problem,” he said.

“But Cash,” she replied when he strode to the phone on the table and started to pick it up.

“Yes?”

“Will it get out to the press that we had a cot brought up? Should we perhaps think of something else? Gina says that what the press reports is very important to my future.”

Shit.

He laid the phone in the cradle and drew in a deep breath. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

“You could sleep in the bed,” she said. “With me. There is plenty of room.”

Something of what he was feeling must have shown on his face, because she rose and held out her hand in apology. “No, that is not what I mean. I simply mean the bed is large and there is room for us both.”

He wanted to growl and then he wanted to tug her into his arms and bite her. In the best possible way, of course.

“Ella,” he said tightly. “There may be room, but it’s not a good idea. Trust me on this.”

She seemed shocked. And then she seemed pleased. “Do I excite you, Cash McQuaid? Is that the problem?”

He was planning to deny it. But when he opened his mouth, he didn’t.

“Yes, Ella. That is exactly the problem.”




***











CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Ella knew she was playing with fire, but there was something about the way he looked at her, green eyes flashing, that excited her beyond reason. She shouldn’t push him. He was helping her out, doing her a favor, and she was needling him about attraction.

Specifically, their attraction to each other. Because she was attracted. So very attracted. Her nipples drew into tight little buds, and her center grew wet and swollen at the idea of sharing a bed with him.

Oh, that stupid porn she’d viewed. It had put ideas into her head. Ideas she’d never had with Sheikh Fahd. But Cash McQuaid? Her husband?

Husband.

The word made her shiver deliciously. It conjured up all sorts of wonderful pictures in her mind. She did not know what he looked like naked, but she imagined he was spectacularly beautiful. She did not see how he could be otherwise. His body was lean and hard with muscle. She knew that from being pressed up against him.

But what would he look like unclothed? His penis hard, jutting from his body? And how would it feel when he slid it into her body? That she did not know.

She’d masturbated, of course she had, but she’d never had a man—or anything resembling a man—inside her. She had, however, read romance novels. And oh my goodness did they make it sound wonderful.

So had the porn she’d viewed. Well, most of it. A couple of the videos were clearly geared toward men. She, for instance, had never considered kissing another woman or grinding her lady parts with someone else’s. And yet that was often a feature in the male-oriented ones.

But it was the man-on-woman action she’d loved the most. And when the man was considerate of his partner? Amazing. It was clear to her that some porn was made for women and some for men. She far preferred the woman porn because of the emphasis on mutual pleasure and not on titillation for titillation’s sake.

Cash was watching her with narrowed eyes. He threw back the whiskey—the second glass since they’d returned to the room—and slammed the empty on the bar.

“Yes, you fucking excite me,” he growled. “But it’s not happening, sweetheart. Not at all.”

A thrill shot through her. It was intoxicating to hear him admit it. Even more so than the wine she’d been drinking.

“I don’t mind if it does. You’d be helping me take care of a problem.” Because virginity was a huge problem for her. Get rid of it, end the appeal to sheikhs and other rich men who were willing to buy her hand in marriage from her aunt and uncle. It was the answer to her prayers.

“It’s not a problem anymore, Ella. We’re married, and there’s not a soul on earth who’s going to believe you’re still a virgin after tonight.”

That was probably true. She had to admit it was—in fact, she’d thought it herself earlier. And yet it disappointed her. She wanted more. She wanted to know what it felt like to belong, even if only for a night. Worse—she wanted to know what it felt like to belong to this man.

After everything he’d done for her, she knew he would take care of her. He was wired to do so. It wasn’t in him to be selfish when it came to how he treated her.

“I know more than you think,” she said, swaying a little on her feet. She wasn’t drunk, but oh, she was warm. Glowing from the inside out. And she was strangely willing to talk about things that would have embarrassed her only a short while before.

It’s the champagne and the wine. Shut up, Ella. Just stop before you make a fool of yourself.

But she couldn’t. She’d been silent for so long. About so many things.

Cash was looking at her with a hard frown on his face. “What does that mean?”

“About sex,” she said. “About what happens. I’ve watched porn.”

His eyes widened. If she wasn’t mistaken, he sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She was emboldened to continue.

“I know that a man likes it very much when a woman licks his penis and tugs on it with her hand at the same time—”

“Ella.”

“It’s true! I know it’s true—”

“Ella, for God’s sake.”

“I know how it works, Cash. I know where a man’s dick—or cock. They call them cocks sometimes—goes when a woman isn’t sucking on it. I know I’m supposed to feel immense pleasure when it’s inside me, though I can’t quite figure that out because my finger didn’t have the same effect—”

“Jesus,” Cash said. “Stop. Just stop.”

“I want to know, Cash. I want to feel what it’s like.” She sucked in a breath and then put a fist beneath her breasts, pressed it there. “I want to feel what those women felt deep inside. I want to be so lost in what a man does to me that I forget everything else, that I understand what pleasure is…”

Her voice faltered as he started moving toward her.

“…I want what those women had. Not all of them…”

He was still moving.

“…Some of it was fake, I’m certain, so not that…”

He was a wall of muscle that swept into her, swept over her, pushing her back against a long table sitting against the wall. He overwhelmed her with his size, but he didn’t do it in a way that was frightening. No, he did it in a deliciously territorial way.

She tipped her head back to look up at him, her hands automatically reaching for the table’s edge behind her. Her heart slammed her ribs. He caged her in, arms on either side of her head, hands pressing into the wall behind the table. His nostrils flared.

“Ella, you have to stop talking about this shit.”

“But I don’t want to,” she whispered.

“You want to kill me, don’t you?” He shoved the fingers of one hand through his hair. He might have growled. She wasn’t certain. Her heart still throbbed and her sex ached with want. She was wet and swollen. He could fix that.

“I don’t want to kill you. Honest. I just want you to touch me.”

His eyelids dropped. His shoulders seemed to sag. When he met her gaze again, his eyes blazed. “I know what you need, Princess. And I’m going to give it to you—but no more of this, okay?”

She nodded, unable to speak because her lungs had stopped working. He fisted her silky gown in two hands and began to slide it up her thighs. His mouth came down on hers, lightly, sweetly, and she found herself reaching up to wrap her arms around his neck. When he reached for the elastic of her panties, her heart shot skyward.

Oh God, could she do this?

The answering voice in her head was stern. You asked for it, Ella. Stop being wishy-washy.

His thumbs hooked into the waistband and dragged the skimpy fabric down. It didn’t want to go anywhere at first, but at a certain point gravity took over and he let go. The panties slid down to her ankles. She didn’t have time to think about it as his fingers feathered into the curls between her legs.

His tongue delved deep into her mouth and she moaned, taking everything he had. Part of her wished his tongue was where his fingers were—oh yes, she’d seen that too.

He skimmed a finger down the seam of her body, sinking into the wetness there. Ella gasped, her grip on him tightening. He broke the kiss to gaze down at her.

“Change your mind, Princess?” His voice was husky, his eyes gleaming.

“No…”

“Say no at any time. I’ll stop.”

“I know.”

He kissed her again, and she lost herself in it. His fingers skated over her sensitive flesh, light, teasing. Part of her was scandalized at herself. Part wanted to rip this dress off and bare her body for him—and then beg him to do all the things she’d dreamed about since watching them in videos.

He pressed a little harder now, his thumb taking up a rhythm on her clit that made her gasp.

“Open your legs,” he murmured.

She did, and he was free to move his fingers faster. More skillfully. He pinched and rubbed, and her breathing quickened as her body spiraled toward release. She didn’t know what he had planned, but she didn’t want to stop him. Perhaps he would do this first, and then he’d strip her naked and slide his penis into her.

But right now all she could do was ride his hand, her hips jerking against him, her body tightening with pleasure. She wanted to be naked, wanted to feel more than this, but it was a start.

She gripped his shoulders, arched herself into him, sucked his tongue deep—

And exploded.

Ella ripped her mouth from his, crying out, riding the wave as long as it carried her. It was more intense somehow. More exciting with him than alone.

His lips were at her ear. “That’s it, Ella. Beautiful, beautiful Ella. Let go. That’s it. Damn, that’s so hot, baby. You make me harder than stone. So fucking hard.”

He stroked her until she shuddered, until she went limp in his arms. She thought he might pick her up then. Might carry her to bed and finish what he’d started.

But he didn’t. Instead, he let her dress slide down her hips. Then he stepped away, adjusting himself. It took her a moment to realize that it was over. That there would be no more.

A man had finally touched her—but she was still a virgin.

“I don’t understand,” she said, her chest aching, her body throbbing with release—and somehow still with need.

“I don’t either,” Cash muttered. “But that’s how it’s going to be.”




*




He was dying here. Ella was so damned innocent and sweet—yet still dirty enough to confuse the shit out of him. Porn? What the fuck?

Cash’s dick throbbed. His heart beat faster than he liked. The urge to bend her over and slam into her was strong. He wouldn’t, but he wanted to.

Virgin princess. Virgin queen.

God, what a nightmare.

She was watching him with wounded eyes. Her cheeks were flushed, the only hint of what had just happened. Otherwise she stood there so serenely, her gown covering her, all evidence of her desire hidden from view.

She wanted him, would have spread her legs eagerly, but he couldn’t do that to her. It wouldn’t be just sex for her, no matter that she wanted to pretend it would be. She already trusted him far too much. If he took her over that hurdle?

He shook his head. No, he couldn’t do that. She needed to make a clean break from him when it was time. If they were involved? Too complicated.

“How is it you’ve been watching porn? I thought your aunt and uncle restricted what you could see online.”

She dropped her chin, clasped her hands in front of her body. “My aunt thought I should know what to expect.”

He reeled. Fucking reeled. Her aunt had given her access to porn to teach her about sex? As if what happened in porn was real sex. As if the ridiculousness of fake-breasted women humping the pizza-delivery guy within seconds was normal. Or, worse, some of the shit that happened in those things. Women taking guys in every orifice at the same time as if it were ordinary. Not that he cared what the hell people did in the privacy of their own bedrooms, but he was a one-on-one kind of guy. No way in hell was he sharing a hot babe with another swinging dick.

One-on-one.

“I hope you know that most sex doesn’t happen like that.”

She lifted her gaze to his. “It seemed straightforward enough.”

Somebody kill him now. “That’s not what I mean. The mechanics, yes. But the artifice, the way people always seem to do a hundred positions all over the house before anybody comes—that’s not great sex.”

She was listening intently. He was beginning to think he’d made a strategic error in judgment.

“What is great sex?”

His dick was not going down. Not at all. “Great sex is two people being into each other, touching and feeling and doing what gives them pleasure. If it feels great, it is great. If it doesn’t feel good, don’t do it just to please the other person.”

She nodded, her expression so serious. “I will remember that.”

“Your aunt should have told you these things. She shouldn’t have given a virgin porn and expected her to figure it out for herself.”

“But maybe she doesn’t know what it is either.”

He blinked. Wise girl. “Yeah, that’s entirely possible.”

“But it was still helpful. And then there were the romance novels. Sex is always so wonderful in them.”

Cash didn’t know what he’d done to piss off Lady Karma, but she was gunning for him hard right now. Ella’s slick heat was seared into his memory banks, and here they were discussing what made sex great. Torture was a mild word for it. “Is it? I’ve never read one.”

“You should.”

He didn’t think that was likely, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. “Yeah, maybe so.”

There was a knock at the door. He reached for the Glock he’d tucked behind his back and motioned to Ella to stay where she was. When he got to the door, he looked out the peephole—and relaxed. Thank God for the interruption. It was just one of Hawk’s guys carrying garment bags over his arm. Cash jerked open the door, though he kept the Glock hanging at his side. Just in case someone was out there.

“Clothing for tonight,” the guy said, holding out the bags. “Hawk says they’ll be ready to go in fifteen minutes. He’ll text you before it’s time to go downstairs.”

Cash wanted to beg the guy to stay until then, but how could he reasonably do that? He couldn’t, so he took the bags and thanked the guy. When he was gone, Cash locked the door again and carried everything into the bedroom.

Ella was sitting on the end of the bed. The bed was huge, and she was a vision in white. She looked so demure sitting there. And she also looked sweetly sensual, because he knew what he’d just done to her. How she’d orgasmed, clutching him and crying out while she came for the first time ever with someone else touching her.

Christ.

It hit him then how significant that was. Ella had never been touched by another man. No one had ever made her come before today. Any orgasms she’d had up until now were given by her own hand.

Anger punched him. He’d made her come while backed up against the edge of a table. Her legs barely spread, her skirts hiked up, his need to keep her at arm’s length driving him to give her something impersonal, something easy. Something requiring no commitment or, hell, finesse.

He was an ass. “I’m sorry, Ella.”

“Why?”

He tossed the bags onto the bed. “For what just happened. I shouldn’t have done that.”

Her lashes dropped, covering those dark eyes of hers. “I liked it.”

A shiver went through him. “I’m glad. But I still shouldn’t have done it. Your first time being touched by someone—it should have been better than that.”

Her head lifted, her eyes widening. “How could it have been better?”

He had an urge to show her. To go over and ease her back onto the bed, strip her slowly, and show her everything she should demand from her future lovers.

“I should have taken more care,” he said roughly. “You deserve patience, not a quick and dirty encounter against a piece of furniture.”

She tilted her head as she gazed at him. He felt like a bug under a microscope. It was an odd feeling, especially since he didn’t typically give a shit what anyone thought about him.

“I think both ways have their time and place, yes?”

Holy shit. This woman.

“Yes, that’s true.”

She stood and reached for the garment bag labeled with her name. “I assume this is for tonight.”

“I think you’re right.”

She picked it up and walked toward the bathroom. When she was nearly there, she turned back to him. “I liked the way you touched me, Cash. I would like it if you did it again.”




***











CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Ella didn’t know what to expect during their night out, but she was still surprised at the amount of attention they got. Oh, most of it was directed at Gina, certainly. But once the reporters snapped pics of her and Jack and got answers to their questions, they’d turned to Ella and Cash.

And then, as the evening wore on, many of them came to her and Cash first. Because the news of her marriage to Cash, combined with the national story of her disappearance, was a hot topic.

It was so strange. She’d spent her life sequestered behind walls at her aunt and uncle’s estate, for the most part, so this attention was astounding. And overwhelming. She began to shrink from it, to dread it. Cash seemed to realize it at some point because his arm around her waist tightened whenever a gaggle of reporters approached.

It only happened when they moved from one location to another, but it was enough she was beginning to fear it. They had dinner in one casino, drinks at another, played the tables at a third, took in a show—and now they were on their way back to the Bellagio in order to have more drinks.

It was grueling, and she was on the brink of an introvert meltdown. So many people for so long, when she’d only ever been around people in snatches. Maybe it was the fact she was the center of attention, or maybe she just couldn’t handle people for very long. She didn’t precisely miss her room on the estate in Virginia, but she missed the solitude.

Cash kept his hand on her back when they were moving. When they were still, he looped an arm over her shoulders. It made her feel safe.

“Princess Antonella,” the reporters called as they left the safety of the limo and started across the carpet toward the casino entrance. “When did you meet Cash McQuaid? Was it love at first sight? Why didn’t you tell your family about him? Did you really run away from a wedding to Sheikh Fahd?”

Ella kept her chin high, but she trembled deep inside. She could feel Cash stiffen. And then he stopped, anchoring her against his side as he faced the reporters.

“My wife isn’t answering any more questions about our marriage. If you need to know something, you can ask me. We’re married, we’re in love, and her family will just have to get used to it. End of story.”

He steered her toward the doors as the reporters clamored behind them. They were inside within seconds, the seething mass of questions left behind. When Ella glanced over her shoulder, she saw Gina vamping it up for the photographers. The reporters turned to questioning her while Jack stood there with a hard look on his face.

“How does she do it?” Ella asked.

Cash looked back. “Practice, I guess. She’s been a star for a long time.”

“I am not a star. I’m someone with a title that means nothing here—and nothing in Capriolo anymore either—and yet they hound me anyway.”

Cash looked intense, as if he would say more than he finally did. “It’s interesting to them. To America. You’re a princess who eloped with a commoner. That’s how they’ll sell it and what their readers will lap up. You may not command attention like Kate Middleton, but you’re probably a close second at the moment.”

“But nobody knew who I was until today.”

“Until you ran away from home and made it your uncle’s business to try to get you back by any means necessary?”

Ella nibbled her lip. “Yes, that is true.” Another thought hit her then. “Will it ever stop? Will they let us go about our lives?”

“I’m not sure. I hope so.” He didn’t look convinced though.

For the first time, she began to consider that this marriage could last longer than either of them had thought it might. Not that the idea of being with Cash bothered her—but she was pretty sure it bothered him. He played the happy husband better than she could have hoped for, but only she could feel the tightening of his fingers against her during the prolonged evening. Only she could see the lines of strain in the corners of his smile.

He ushered her into an exclusive club located in the casino. It was for high rollers, important guests. The two giant men at the door didn’t even blink when they walked up. Perhaps that was due to Cash being every bit as tough-looking as they were. Or maybe it was the way Jack’s people seemed to both precede and follow them everywhere they went. They were surrounded and well-guarded.

The doors opened and they walked inside. Cash led her over to a cozy corner where plush couches flanked a low table on three sides. At another table, a dark-skinned man with copious amounts of gold around his neck looked up and gave them a nod.

Cash nodded back.

“Who is that?” Ella whispered. Or tried to whisper. The music was loud so she had to pitch her voice higher.

“A rap artist. Can’t think of the name right now, but he’s pretty famous. Gina will know.”

She took a seat on the couch he indicated, crossing her legs and leaning back as if she were relaxed and having the best time ever. Gina had coached her on how to behave, and she was doing her best to emulate the grace and poise of the other woman.

Her dress was short, black, and sequined. It didn’t fit like a glove, but it hugged in all the right places. Her shoes were black, with ties that wrapped around her ankles and ended in pretty bows. She felt sexy and beautiful—and foreign. So, so foreign. This wasn’t like anything she’d ever worn. She loved it, and yet she couldn’t be certain her lack of experience wasn’t showing. Like a little girl playing dress-up with her mother’s clothes.

Cash sank down beside her, his expression strained. He hated everything about this night, she was certain. The endless parade around Vegas, the pretense of being a happily married couple, the staged photos for the media when he bent his head to her and whispered in her ear, telling her to smile as he ran his fingers along her jaw and made her shiver.

She glanced at the plain wedding band on her finger. He had a matching one. It wasn’t anything either of them had picked out, and yet it felt as real as if they had. The rings were platinum but unadorned. Gina had apologized when she’d presented the jewelry to them. Ella hadn’t even thought about rings. They hadn’t had them for the ceremony, but Gina said they needed them before they went out. A jeweler had sent up different sizes and they chose what fit. The end.

A cocktail waitress in a skimpy costume that barely covered the important parts sashayed over. “Can I get you anything, sir? Madam?”

“Club soda for me,” Cash said. “What would you like, Ella?”

She’d been drinking club soda as well, with a lime so it looked like she was truly having a drink, but she was weary and she wanted something to take the edge off.

“Champagne,” she said.

“Does madam have a preference?” the girl asked, pen poised over her pad.

Ella shot a panicked glance at Cash. 

“She’ll have Dom,” he said. “In fact, bring a bottle with extra glasses.”

The waitress disappeared in the direction of the bar.

“Who will drink all that champagne?” Ella asked.

Cash shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“No, I guess not.”

Jack and Gina came through the door to the club then. The music didn’t stop, but everyone seemed to go still for a second. And then the chatter ratcheted up as Gina strode over on platform heels. She took a moment to wave at someone, and then she sank down on one of the couches opposite. Jack joined her. But if the attention in the room was for her, her attention was on him. He bent her back against the cushions and kissed her. Her arms went around his neck almost helplessly.

It wasn’t an obscene kiss, wasn’t anything inappropriate, but Ella suddenly felt as if she were intruding on a private moment. They stopped kissing and merely sat with their foreheads touching and their mouths moving as they whispered words to each other that no one else would ever know.

Ella glanced away—and locked gazes with Cash. His eyes glittered as he slumped decadently against the cushions. He looked relaxed and lazy, but she was certain it was a myth. This man was not as unaware of everything going on around him as he pretended to be.

His face was a study in perfection as he watched her. In the dim light of the lounge, his gaze was dark and brooding. His mouth was set in a firm line. The knuckles of one hand rolled back and forth beneath his bottom lip, a gesture that said he was thinking deeply about something.

About her? About them? About what she’d said to him earlier?

She’d told him she liked the way he touched her, that she wanted him to do it again. She didn’t expect he would, but just in case, she’d wanted him to know it was okay.

Two days.

Two days was all she’d spent with him, and here she was fending off a hot need to straddle his lap and grind her body against his. As if she’d known him for years. As if she trusted him to take care of her.

But she did.

She did trust him to take care of her. And, no matter that they were married and her family would know it by now, she was also more than a little bit panicked that she was still a virgin. As if her aunt and uncle would find her, kidnap her, have the marriage annulled, and force her into Sheikh Fahd’s arms after all.

Because that’s the kind of people they were. Hell, they’d do it whether she was a virgin or not if they got the chance. Which was why she wanted to at least know what it felt like to be with a man she wanted to be with. If her relatives succeeded, she could take the memory of a night with Cash with her and use it to wall herself off from a man who used her body because he’d bought it.

The waitress arrived with the champagne and glasses then. She popped the cork while they looked on, then poured four glasses.

Gina picked hers up. “To Cash and Ella,” she said, lifting the glass.

It wasn’t the first time tonight, but it still felt as awkward as it had earlier.

Everyone took a drink. The men, she noticed, put their glasses down and didn’t touch them again. A thumping song came on and Gina squealed.

“Oh, I love this one. Let’s dance, baby,” she said to Jack.

“No way, honey. You know I’d rather watch you.”

Gina popped her hands on her hips. “Fine. Ella, you want to dance?”

Ella’s initial reaction was to say no—but instead she took another gulp of champagne and stood. “Why not?”

Gina didn’t lead her far away from the men, but when they reached the spot she’d decided was the right one, Gina began to dance. Her body was sensual, fit, and she rolled through moves that Ella had no idea how to do.

“Let me show you,” Gina said, putting her hands on Ella’s hips and showing her the rhythm. “Like that, yes. Be sexy, Ella. Be seductive. Show that man what he’s missing tonight if he doesn’t take you into his arms.”

Ella thought she should be embarrassed, but the little bit of champagne gave her courage. She found her rhythm, rocked her hips, followed Gina’s lead—and started to have real fun for the first time that night.

“That’s it!”

They danced through two songs, laughing and talking from time to time as Ella felt looser and freer than she had at the beginning. She got the idea how to move, copied Gina shamelessly, and let herself go.

She let her hair swing around her, wild and free. She spread her arms and rocked her hips from side to side. Whenever she cast a glance around the club, men were watching her and Gina. They weren’t the only two dancing anymore, but many eyes stayed locked on them.

And then there was Cash. His eyes didn’t leave her—at least not when she looked at him. He still slouched, but he wasn’t talking to Jack. He was watching her intently. Jack watched Gina, but his expression was happy. Oh, there was lust there as well, but there was also contentment. Ella wished she knew what that felt like. Being content with someone. Being happy and safe and certain they were there for you no matter what.

Cash was there for her because he had to be. She appreciated it, but it wasn’t quite the same thing.

She turned her back to him, undulated her body to the music. Closed her eyes and lifted her hands over her head, snapping her fingers as she danced. A laugh escaped her. A wild, free sound that startled her at first. But Gina laughed with her, her eyes sparkling.

“That’s it, honey. Have a good time. Don’t let Cash ruin the fun for you.”

A moment later, Jack was there, tugging Gina into his arms. She threw her head back, laughing as she went. He didn’t dance, but he held her and said words to her that made her expression melt into a sensual look that said everything.

“Yes, baby, I agree.” Gina shot a look at Ella as she twined her hand with Jack’s. “We’re going now. You and Cash be good. See you in the morning.”

She left the floor with Jack, holding hands, her body clinging to his as they walked out of the club together.

Ella kept dancing, though it was a little odd to do so while alone. She turned away from Cash’s hot gaze, unwilling to stop just yet. A man approached from the other side of the club. His eyes rolled down her body, back up again. There was intent in his gaze. He wasn’t unattractive, but he wasn’t Cash either.

She didn’t have to worry. A solid body pressed to her back, a hand going possessively around her waist. The lips at her ear made a hot shiver crawl down her spine and between her legs.

The man approaching her halted in midstride. Then he turned and walked away. Cash spun her in his arms just as the music slowed. His eyes were hot, intense. Fathomless. What was he thinking?

She wished he was thinking about her. About making love to her. Because that’s what she thought about. What she’d been thinking about since the moment he’d kissed her before their wedding ceremony.

She stretched her arms up, put them around his neck. Her heart thudded at the feel of his hard body pressing into hers.

“You’re playing with fire, sweet Ella,” he growled. “Better be careful before you get burned.”

She tossed her hair defiantly. “And what if I want to burn?”

His eyes narrowed. “How much champagne did you drink?”

“You were sitting right there. One glass.”

“One glass. You’re a lightweight, aren’t you?”

“I’m not a drinker, if that’s what you’re asking.” She sighed and swayed against him. One glass relaxed her. Made her feel warm and tingly inside. It was a good thing. “Take me to bed, Cash. Take me to bed and show me how to give you pleasure.”

“You’re killing me, Princess. Killing me dead.”

She gasped as he swung her up into his arms, tightening her hold on his neck as the world tilted. “What are you doing?”

“Taking you to bed.”




***











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




By the time they’d reached the elevator, the thumping of the bar was muted. Cash didn’t set her down, though Hawk’s people were watching them from a short distance. When the doors to the elevator opened, he carried her inside and turned as if it was an everyday occurrence.

Hawk’s men entered and turned away, studiously pretending nothing was going on. Cash was glad they were there. If this were any other night, any other woman, he’d have her up against the wall with his hands in her panties the second the door slid shut. He might even stop the elevator and fuck her in it, though that wasn’t quite as likely here in Vegas since there was a security camera pointed at them.

Though, truth be told, the casino personnel had probably seen it all on these cameras.

The elevator rose silently. Ella’s eyes were closed as she laid her head against his chest. He could only hope she really was exhausted and that she’d stay that way when they got back to the suite.

He didn’t think he was that lucky, however. Ella Rossi would come alive the second they were alone. He’d bet on it.

And he didn’t know how he was going to keep resisting her. It was almost funny how this one small, virginal woman affected him. He’d had sex with innumerable women and he’d enjoyed it. He wasn’t a man who lacked for pussy.

So why was he jonesing for this one? Why did he want to be inside Ella in the worst way?

He didn’t do virgins. In fact, he’d had no desire to do virgins before, so why now? Why did he want to break her hymen so badly? There would be blood. She would cry. She would also be sore. There would be no long night of fucking, only one encounter that would leave her hurting in spite of how careful he was with her.

And yet the temptation was strong to do it anyway.

The elevator stopped at their floor. Hawk’s men shadowed them back to their room. Cash would have cleared the room himself, but he had Ella in his arms. So he touched the card to the reader and let one of them go inside, weapon drawn. When he returned, he gave a nod.

“All clear.”

“Thanks, man.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m not a sir,” Cash said. “I’m a SEAL. Enlisted, not officer.”

The other man nodded. “Former Air Force. We’ll have a guard on the floor all night, by the way. She’ll be safe.”

Cash thanked them and carried Ella inside, kicking the door closed with a foot. He twisted the dead bolt with one hand while she held on to his neck, then took her in and set her down. She made a reluctant noise, but she let him go.

“I thought we were going to bed,” she said, her lower lip sticking out in a pout.

God, he wanted to bite that lip. Suck it. Feel it on his dick.

“You’re going to bed, Ella. Alone. It’s been a long day.”

She glanced at the clock. “It’s only eleven p.m.”

“Which is what time in Virginia?”

She frowned. “Oh, yeah.”

“Right. Three hours difference.”

“I’m not tired.”

“You will be. Put your head on the pillow and see what happens.”

She frowned. And then she snorted. “Listen to you. Treating me like a small child who refuses to cooperate.” She shook her head, all that glorious dark hair shimmering as she did so. “I’m a grown woman, Cash. I’ll decide when I go to bed.”

There wasn’t much he could say about that. “Fine. You decide.”

He went over and flopped onto the couch, grabbing the remote and turning on the television. He could see Ella in his periphery. He could see her far too well, in fact.

That ridiculously short sequined dress, those long legs, and the damned bows at her ankles that he wanted to untie with his teeth before spreading her open and licking her into oblivion.

Things he would not do, no matter how badly he wanted to.

He flipped to the news channel to see what the story was about Ella. He didn’t have long to wait before pictures of him and Ella flashed across the screen. The anchor read about their marriage in Vegas, about the nationwide hunt for her that had now been called off.

Ella walked over and stood a few feet away, arms folded over her chest as she watched. Her uncle appeared at one point, a microphone thrust into his face—a red face with a prominent vein throbbing in his forehead.

“We are thrilled she is safe, yes. But Her Royal Highness has acted very irresponsibly. She’s disappointed her family and the man she was contracted to marry. But she can still come home. She can still do her duty. We will always welcome her with open arms.”

Ella scoffed. “With chains, more likely.”

“The princess married a commoner. An American military man. How does that affect the succession in Capriolo?”

Cash changed the channel before something that would likely upset Ella got said.

“Hey,” Ella said. “I was watching that.”

“You heard the important part.”

She frowned and tapped her foot. “I’ve no idea why they were talking about the succession. If the Rossis still ruled, my uncle would be king. And my cousins would be next in line. I’m fourth in line at least. And I would be pushed farther down when my cousins have children.” She shrugged. “It’s not important anyway. The people of Capriolo chose to exile us when they chose a representative government rather than a monarchy.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Why would it? I have been raised in America. Capriolo has done well enough without us. I would not want to be queen anyway.”

“You wouldn’t?”

“It is simply another kind of prison, I think. I am tired of prisons. I want to be free.”

“You’re married to me,” Cash said. “That’s not freedom.”

“Maybe not, but I am free of the Rossis. And that’s what’s important to me.”

She laughed suddenly, a sound filled with glee. A sound that struck a chord within him. Had he ever been that happy?

“I’m finally free of them, Cash. And I have you to thank for it. If you hadn’t stopped when you saw me…” She shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself. “Well, I can only imagine how I’d be feeling right now.”

He could imagine it too. And he didn’t like it. She would be terrified probably. He didn’t think Fahd would hurt her, but he also didn’t think Fahd would have taken care of her either. He’d have taken her virginity in the way that gave him the most pleasure and to hell with her feelings about it.

“I’m glad I stopped too.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Even though you’re saddled with a wife you didn’t want?”

“If marrying you got you free of those people—and Fahd—then yeah, I’m glad. Besides, it’s not permanent. We’ll both be free again before we know it.”

She didn’t look at him. “Yes. We will.”

Somehow she managed to be sexy and innocent at the same time. Vulnerable and strong. She confounded him in ways he’d never experienced. He wanted to get up and take her in his arms. Tell her it would be all right in the end. That she’d be fine.

Except he couldn’t do it. Because if he did, if he wrapped her in his embrace, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t let her go for the rest of the night.




*




Ella slept fitfully. She woke at odd hours, her heart pounding a crazy rhythm, her ears straining to hear any movement in the darkness. But then she heard Cash’s breathing and her heart slowed again.

He lay in bed with her, but so far on the other side of the mattress that he might as well be the next county over. The bed was huge and there was room for them both—plus four other people if they all lay still.

She was a light sleeper, and a still one. Cash didn’t move much either. There was little chance they’d wake up next to each other.

By the time morning arrived, Ella was cranky from lack of sleep. When Cash woke her, she threw a pillow at him.

“Sorry, Princess, but we’ve got to get moving. Breakfast with Hawk and Gina and then a helicopter tour of the Grand Canyon. Real honeymoon shit.”

Ella grumbled as she pushed herself onto an elbow. Cash was far too awake and far too beautiful standing over her. “Staying in bed is honeymoon shit. Not helicopters and stuff.”

“I think both are acceptable. This morning it’s a tour. You can sleep later.”

“I wasn’t talking about sleep,” Ella muttered under her breath.

“What are you mumbling about?”

“Nothing.” She threw back the covers, revealing her tank top and sleep shorts. Thankfully, Gina had sent a few things up to Ella’s suite. She still didn’t know how she was going to pay the other woman back, but she would. Somehow.

Cash’s eyes narrowed. Then he turned and walked away. There was a coffee maker on the mirrored bar near the door. He went over and poured a cup.

“You want coffee?”

“Yes, please.” She climbed from bed and shuffled into the bathroom. When she was finished, she went out to join Cash. He held out a cup.

“Black, right?”

“Yes.”

She took it and sipped, waiting for the liquid to make her come alive. Her head started to throb. Really? Great.

“What’s wrong?”

She glanced up at Cash. He’d noticed? “Slight headache.”

“Too much champagne, I imagine.”

“I didn’t have too much.”

“You danced in front of a crowd.”

She had, hadn’t she? “I had one glass, Cash. I said so last night. Besides, it was Gina who got me out there.”

He went over and rummaged through his bag. When he returned, he held out two caplets. “Take this. You’ll feel better.”

She swallowed them down with hot coffee and hoped he was right. He was staring at her when she looked up.

“What?”

He shook his head. “You’re too trusting, Ella. You have no idea what I just gave you.”

“Would you give me anything bad?”

“No.”

“Then what is the problem? Should I have demanded an explanation before taking headache pills?”

“Maybe not with me, but when you’re on your own, be more careful, okay?”

Her heart gave a throb in time with her head. “Of course. I’m not stupid.”

She finished the coffee while he took a phone call. When she felt awake enough, she went and got dressed. She put on cropped navy trousers, flat sandals with little jewels on the leather straps, and a long white shirt with tails that she knotted at her waist.

She tied her hair up in a loose knot and grabbed the small handbag Gina had given her. She had lipstick and her new ID inside. Maybe she could get a phone next. The thought excited her.

Until she started thinking about who would call her. Precisely nobody. She had no friends, no colleagues. Cash might call. Gina. She sighed. Perhaps a phone wasn’t all that exciting after all.

She went back into the main living area of the suite. Cash was sprawled on the couch, watching the news. She heard her name and then he pressed the button and the sound went dead. He was frowning and her belly sank just a bit farther toward her toes.

“What is it?”

He looked up. “Nothing.”

“You don’t look like it’s nothing. Is Uncle Gaetano being an ass on television again? Did Aunt Flavia demand my return?”

“No.” He sat forward, elbows on knees, and gazed at her. “You don’t really know a lot about Capriolo, do you?”

He was beginning to worry her. “Why should I? I have never been there and will never go there since the royal family is exiled. Is there something amiss on the island?”

He levered himself up and came over to put his hands on her shoulders. “There’s no easy way to say this, but… They lied to you, Ella. Your whole life, they lied.”

It didn’t surprise her that anyone had lied, but she still wanted to ask who he meant exactly. As if she didn’t know.

“The news outlets have it now, so you need to know the truth. Before we walk out there and you have to face something you won’t be expecting.”

“What is it, Cash? Just say it, for heaven’s sake.” Her imagination was beginning to run wild.

She was already married to the sheikh because only a contract was necessary.

She was adopted.

Or illegitimate.

“Your father was the heir to the throne. Not your uncle.”

She searched his gaze. Looking for deception. For humor—was he kidding her? But there was nothing like that. Just concern and, yes, anger. He tried to keep a lid on that anger, but she saw it flickering behind the concern.

The enormity of what he’d said rolled over her. Pressed down on her. If Papa had been the heir, then that meant…

No.

Yes.

“If we still ruled, I would be queen.”

“Yes, you would be.”

Her jaw opened and closed. Shock flooded her. She was a queen? All this time, and they’d told her nothing.

Fury kindled deep in her belly and flared hot. It wasn’t that she wanted to be a queen. Not at all. But the way they’d treated her. The way they’d made her feel.

“All these years… The fear, the deprivation, the way they made me believe I was a burden to them…”

She closed her eyes and squeezed them tight. All she’d ever wanted was to belong. To be loved. Hell, to be liked would have been enough. Instead, they kept her with them, begrudging everything they gave her, telling her she cost them money and that she owed them. Owed them her virginity, her fealty, her very life.

She’d nearly married Sheikh Fahd. For them. For a group of people over whom she should be sovereign, were they still in Capriolo. They’d stripped her of her dignity and given her nothing in return. And all the while, she was the ranking royal family member in their midst. It was monstrous and vile.

And wholly like the Rossi clan she knew.

“I hate them,” she said from between clenched teeth. She’d thought it many times, but she’d never voiced it. Guilt had always stopped her. The idea that she’d been foisted on her aunt and uncle and they were doing the best they could.

But no, it hadn’t been that at all. They’d used her, denied her, ignored her.

“I know, honey,” Cash said, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her in close. She spread her palms over his shirt, felt the warmth of his body beneath. Concentrated on his scent and his solidness.

“The money,” she said as the enormity of it began to sink in. “The money they spent, the money they used to fund their lifestyle—it was probably mine all along.”

“Probably. But it’s gone, right?”

“Not all of it. There is still the estate. But how would I prove anything? It’s not like there is a royal treasury anymore. I have no power here.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

She pushed back, gripped his arms, stared up at him. “How? How can you do this?”

“I know people, Ella. No guarantees, but if anyone can figure it out, my boys can.”

“Your boys?”

“The people I work with.”

Another thought unfurled deep inside. An insidious thought. If her aunt and uncle were cornered, they would strike back. Besides, it wasn’t the money she cared about so much as the freedom that money represented. She could buy a house. Go to college. Make her own way. But was it worth the risk to Cash and his friends for them to pry? Her uncle could be ruthless. What if he hurt Cash?

“Maybe we should leave it alone. I only wanted my freedom. If I have that, it will be enough.”

He looked fierce. “They should pay for what they’ve done to you.”

“They already are. Without the money they were to get from Sheikh Fahd for the marriage, they will soon be hurting. I won’t be sorry about that.”

He didn’t like it. She could see that in his eyes. “You okay, Princess?”

Ella pulled in a deep breath. She was still reeling inside. Would probably reel for days. Nothing was as she’d thought. She was a queen. Or would be if there were still a monarchy. Without a crowning ceremony, she would always be a princess. But a princess who was first among Capriolan royalty.

It was a lot to take in.

“I don’t want to go anywhere, Cash. Can we please stay here today?”

His fingers ghosted down the side of her face. “Yeah, we’ll stay. I’ll call Hawk.”




***











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Cash had no idea what came next in this adventure. He was already so far out of his depth that he couldn’t begin to predict anything. But one thing he knew—he had to protect Ella. She wasn’t precisely fragile, but she was feeling the psychological bruises today. That’s why he called up Hawk and told him they were staying in. Cash didn’t particularly want to spend an entire day cooped up with Ella, but it would be cruel to drag her out to deal with more reporters when she was still absorbing the fact that her relatives had lied to her for so long.

While Ella curled up in a chair by the window with a book she’d found on one of the shelves, he surfed through TV stations, looking for something mind-numbing. He landed on NCIS and kept it there. That show was fun even if it was cheesy as hell and inaccurate about a lot of shit that he and his kind did. Gibbs made him think of Colonel Mendez, except that Gibbs was a bit older. Still a badass though.

He kept the sound low so as not to disturb Ella. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen anybody so engrossed in a book. She had no cell phone, so she wasn’t constantly picking it up to check her social media accounts. It was strange and refreshing at the same time. He’d been out with women who were tethered to their devices, who had to glance at it every chance they got. Some even picked it up after sex. One had Instagrammed the rumpled sheets and her bare legs. When she’d tried to snap his abs, he’d taken the phone and tossed it onto the floor before giving her a reason to forget all about Instagram for a while.

A couple of hours into his NCIS marathon, his phone rang. A glance told him it was Camel.

“Hey, dude,” Cash said.

“That was one hell of a fishing trip you went on,” Camel said.

Cash snorted. “Caught something I didn’t expect, that’s for sure. If you’d come with me like I asked, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”

Though that meant that Ella would currently be in Sheikh Fahd’s harem somewhere in Qu’rim. She wouldn’t be a virgin anymore. And she’d probably be crying.

“I’m allergic to fish.”

“I’ve seen you eat shrimp and striped bass. You are not allergic.”

“Fine, I’m allergic to fishing. Who wants to stand around and throw a line in the water all day? Give me a rifle and let me hunt.”

“Is that really fair to your prey? You’re a fucking military sniper. You don’t miss. Bambi doesn’t stand a chance with you.”

“Hey, when I shoot a deer, I take it to be processed and donate the meat to the homeless shelters in town. It might not be fair to the deer, but it’s good for people who need to eat.”

“Fine, you got me there. So what’s up back at HQ?” he asked, knowing this was more than a simple shoot-the-breeze call.

“Same shit, different day. When are you coming back?”

“We’re supposed to head back tomorrow. But I don’t know what happens after.”

“So you really got hitched, huh?”

“You know I did. You motherfuckers have probably been laughing yourselves silly about it for the past two days.”

Camel snorted. “Yeah, you bet we have. Cash “Money” McQuaid, the dedicated bachelor, hitched to a frigging princess. She’s a hot little piece of ass too. You tapping that yet?”

Cash couldn’t explain the wave of ice that crystallized in his veins. Or the hot anger that burned it up again. “No.” He glanced at Ella. She was still face-first in her book. He pitched his voice lower anyway. “I’d appreciate you don’t talk that way about my wife, man. Not cool.”

There was a moment’s hesitation on the other end. “Dude, you’re serious.”

“Sure am. Don’t do it. You don’t talk about Ivy or Christina or Miranda that way to Viking or Cage or Cowboy’s faces, right? So don’t do it to Ella.”

“Copy that, and sorry if I crossed a line.”

“It’s okay. But now you know.”

“You falling for her?”

Cash frowned. “No way. But she’s been through a lot. I don’t want to see her deal with more crap than she can handle.”

“I guess my real reason for calling doesn’t even need to be discussed now. The answer is clearly no.”

“You can’t say that for sure. What is it?”

“Women. Two of them who want to double-date this weekend.”

“I just got married and you thought I’d want to go on a date?”

“Hey, we were told you had to do it in order to cover your ass. I figured you’d go your separate ways when you got home and you’d be back to your usual routine.”

His usual routine. Missions, women, missions, women, missions. Lather, rinse, repeat. Didn’t sound so fun at the moment, even though it was the way he lived his life on a regular basis.

“Probably be a while before things get back to normal.”

There was amusement in Camel’s tone. “So I gathered. Hey, let us know when you’re back. And what we can do to help with the situation. If she needs twenty-four seven protection, the guys will make it happen.”

“I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I appreciate the offer.”

“Enjoy your honeymoon, Money.”

“Don’t be a dick, asswipe.”

Camel laughed. “You know that’s not going to happen. You’ve got an old lady now. It’s fricking hilarious as shit.”

“I’m hanging up now.” Cash ended the call with Camel’s laughter ringing in his ears.

A glance at Ella revealed that she’d fallen asleep in the chair. The book lay in her lap, her head was tilted to the side, and her pretty pink mouth dropped open the slightest little bit.

He thought about moving her to the bed, but touching her was an exercise in iron control. Not that he wasn’t capable of maintaining control, but it hurt. Physically hurt in ways that could only be relieved in the shower with his hand wrapped around his cock and thoughts of her in his head.

There was time for that. He could sneak off to the shower, turn on the spray, and release some of this tension before she woke.

Cash shook his head. No, he wasn’t leaving her here. What if she woke up while he was gone? What if she opened the door to the room and someone grabbed her while he was standing in the shower and beating off to the thought of her?

Nope, not the way he operated. He was just going to have to suffer for a while.

He went over to pick up the book and laid it on the table before it slipped to the floor. The book was jacketless. He’d expected one of her racy romance novels, but instead it was a nonfiction tome.

Body of Secrets: Anatomy of the Ultra-Secret National Security Agency.

Cash blinked at the woman asleep on the chair. Seriously? She was reading a book about the National Security Agency? She’d been engrossed for hours now. He took it over to the couch and flipped it open to the beginning.

Holy shit.

It was all about cryptography and code-breaking. National security. He flipped through it, careful not to lose her place. Fascinating shit. He’d loved reading as a kid. Still did, but he didn’t get much time for it these days. Mostly he read mission briefs, studied intelligence reports, read the paper—things like that.

Cash didn’t know how much time went by while he got sucked into the pages before he heard Ella stir. He glanced up, watched her search for the book.

“I’ve got it,” he said.

She looked up. “You stole my book.”

“You were about to drop it.”

She stretched. “Well, then. I suppose you’ve done me a service.”

“Why did you choose this one? Of everything on the shelf?”

“Have you been reading it?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know why. It’s fascinating.”

It was indeed.

“You read many things like this?”

“I read a lot, yes. My aunt and uncle have a library filled with books. Fortunately, they never censored my reading. My access to the internet, yes. But not my reading.”

“I thought you liked to read romance novels.”

“I do. But I like to read a lot of different things, Cash. Greek mythology, science, economics, biographies. I especially love biographies. People live such fascinating lives.”

And she hadn’t. That was the implication. He heard it as clear as a bell. It angered him on her behalf. He closed the book and set it on the table.

“You want it back right now?”

She shook her head. “I’m hungry. Can we order something?”

“Yeah, we can order up.”

He went and got the room service menu and took it to her. She studied it carefully, then chose the least expensive thing on it. He knew because he’d looked at it earlier.

“Get what you want, Ella.”

“I want that sandwich.”

“You don’t. You want the steak. Or maybe the pasta with lobster in it. You don’t want a boring sandwich.”

She arched an eyebrow. “How do you know what I want?”

“I don’t. Not really. But I’m pretty sure you’re running a calculator in your head that’s adding everything up and wondering how you’re going to pay anyone back.”

She dropped her gaze. “Is that so wrong?”

“No. But it’s also unnecessary. Nobody here is keeping tabs on what you eat—or what you wear. That was your aunt and uncle. Not us.”

She bowed her head. “All right. I want the pasta with the lobster. How did you know?”

“Because of the way you ate the pasta Alfredo I made.”

She grinned. “You’re a very good cook.”

“I pay attention to what I’m doing. That’s all it is really.”

“Well, I don’t know how to cook. So I appreciate it very much.”

“I guess this means you won’t have dinner waiting when I get home from work?” he joked.

She shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Am I already a failure as a wife?”

He liked that she could banter with him. That meant she wasn’t taking this too seriously after all. He went over and picked up the hotel phone. “It’s okay, Ella. I don’t think either one of us knows how to do this whole married thing.”

“I know one thing we’re supposed to be doing,” she said. “But apparently that is not something you are willing to teach me.”

He pretended not to hear her.
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It didn’t take long for the food to arrive. Ella dove in, uncaring that she was once more eating fattening pasta. The sauce was creamy, buttery, and the lobster chunks were fat and juicy. It was heaven on a plate.

They were sitting at the table in the suite, a waiter having laid out all the food before retreating. Cash had ordered a steak. Ella closed her eyes and moaned.

“Jesus, Ella. You have to stop that shit.”

Her eyes popped open to find Cash regarding her intensely. “What?”

“Making those noises.”

“Oh. Sorry.” She twirled the fork in the pasta, her cheeks heating as she considered his words.

“Hey.”

She looked up, hot embarrassment swirling in her belly.

“Forget I said that, okay?”

“No, you are right. It’s rude to make noises while eating. Aunt Flavia would be horrified.”

“Fuck Aunt Flavia.”

Ella gaped for a moment—and then she burst out laughing. Oh, how many times had she wanted to say that but never had?

“Yes, fuck Aunt Flavia. Fuck her good.”

It felt so awesome to get that out. To say such rude words. To mean them.

“Uh, Ella… Princess, you shouldn’t talk like that.”

Ella blinked. “Talk like what? Fuck? You said it.”

“Yeah, I did. But you shouldn’t.” He closed his eyes and put a hand over them for a second. “Fucking hell,” he muttered.

Or at least that’s what she thought he said.

“It’s not proper for a lady in your, uh, position,” he continued.

“In my position? You mean exiled, broke, and running from an arranged marriage with a sheikh? That position?”

“No, honey,” he said, and her heart kind of squeezed at the way he said honey. As if he really meant that she was his honey. “I mean that you’re royal. And while I don’t care what the hell you say, you might need to be careful for the next time you’re in public. You know?”

“I would never say such things in public,” she said, scandalized. “I’m not a fool.”

“No, I don’t think you are.”

“Then don’t tell me what to say. You said it. I can too. Fuck Aunt Flavia. And Fuck Uncle Gaetano too.”

“You’re killing me, Princess.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re so wholesome and unworldly. And then you say shit like that. So matter-of-factly. As if you talk like a sailor all the time.”

“They are just words, Cash. It’s not a big deal.”

He sliced off a piece of steak. “Not supposed to be.”

“Then why do you get so worked up?”

His eyes glittered hot for a second. “I’m trying to figure that out.”

Ella took another bite of her pasta. She didn’t moan this time, but she wanted to. So good. So rich and forbidden. Aunt Flavia had told her that men wanted their women thin. That a plump woman was unattractive. Ella had watched enough television to know that was probably true. She took one more bite and carefully set the plate away. She hadn’t had the discipline when he’d cooked for her the other night, but she did now.

Cash frowned. “Is there a problem with the food?”

“Of course not. I’m finished.”

“But there’s three-quarters of it left. You’ve barely eaten any.”

“It’s okay. I need to be careful anyway.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t want to get fat.”

His expression was thunderous. “Is that you talking or your aunt?”

“It’s me.”

“Bullshit. It’s your aunt and her notions about how thin you need to be.”

“Do you like fat women, Cash?”

“Sometimes. It depends.”

Well, that wasn’t the answer she’d expected. “Sometimes?”

“If she’s comfortable in her own skin and loves who she is, yeah, sexy as fuck.” He shrugged. “I pretty much love women in general. And while I won’t lie and say it doesn’t matter to me what a woman looks like, I’ve found that what I consider sexy isn’t limited to a specific set of physical qualities.”

She thought about that. And then, because she was still hungry, she reached for the pasta.

Cash’s expression softened. “Don’t let those people control what you do anymore, okay? It’s your life, not theirs.”

“Old habits are hard to break,” she replied, twirling the fork in the noodles. “But I’m trying.”

“That’s good.”

She took a bite. “What about you, Cash? Have you considered that maybe some of your rules need to be rewritten?”

He lifted one eyebrow. Then he laughed. “Touché, Princess. And no, some rules are good ones.”

“Even when they are silly and outdated?”

“To you, maybe. They aren’t silly to me.”

Ella sighed. She’d never really thought she’d so desperately want a man to initiate her into sex, but here she was. Wanting. Aching. Desiring him to hurt her so she could get that part over with and get to the good stuff.

“If I promise not to get emotionally attached to you, will you consider it?”

He blinked. “You can’t promise that.”

“Can’t I? It’s about as realistic as your certainty that I’m going to fall for you if we have sex. I imagine there’s a fifty-fifty chance one of us is right.”

He dropped his fork and shook his head. “I’ve never met anyone like you.”

“Nor I you. Here I thought virginity was a prize for men. You’ve certainly proven that I’ve been misinformed.”

Before he could answer, a loud thud sounded from the corridor outside the suite. Ella jerked her head in that direction. Cash was on his feet in a second, weapon drawn from somewhere on his body and pointed in the direction of the sound.

He glanced back at her, his expression so deadly serious that her heart plummeted into her stomach. “Get in the bathroom and lock the door. If I don’t come for you in five minutes, don’t open the door.” He tossed her his cell phone. “Call Hawk and tell him what’s going on.”

“I don’t know how to use it. I’ve never had a phone—”

“You can use a computer, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then you can use a phone. Find Hawk’s name in the address book. Follow the prompts to call him. Now go.”




***











CHAPTER NINETEEN




Cash strained his ears toward the sound as he rushed to the door. A quick check of the peephole revealed a man in a hotel uniform shoved against the opposite wall. The man holding him was one of Hawk’s.

Cash didn’t holster his Glock as he yanked the door open. “What the hell is going on out here?”

“This is a reporter,” Hawk’s man said. “Caught him trying to slide a microphone under the door.”

Cash glanced down at the snakelike apparatus lying across the carpet. It was small, thin. He yanked it off the ground and studied it. Sure enough, on the end of the snake was a small receiver.

The man against the wall didn’t look apologetic at all. Though he did look measurably concerned that he was being held against his will by a man with a weapon.

“What the hell do you want?” Cash demanded.

“A story,” the reporter said.

“So you’d listen in on private conversations between a man and his wife?”

“It’s nothing personal. It’s news.”

“What outlet are you with?”

“Star TV.”

Star-fucking-TV. Nothing but a gossip rag in television form. The kind of network that gossiped about everything from which star was being dumped to who’d gained weight and who was paying off God and everyone not to give away a secret. Vile shit, mostly, and little of it true.

If Star TV had found their room, well, it was probably time to move on.

Hawk came striding down the hall, looking pissed as hell. Gina wasn’t with him, which was a good thing considering who this scummy bastard represented. Guess Ella had figured out the phone after all. Smart girl, his princess.

His princess?

Cash shook that thought away. Nope, not his princess. Just a smart, sexy, bookish princess. Don’t forget the porn, a little voice whispered.

God, he was trying really, really hard—jeez, don’t say hard—to forget the porn. The fact that she’d watched it and she was both worldly and virginal at the same time. How the hell did that happen in this society?

Hawk grilled the man while Cash dragged his mind back to the problem at hand.

“Get him out of here,” Hawk growled when he was satisfied.

“Yes, boss.”

“Hey, what about my equipment?” the man wailed as the security guard frog-marched him down the hall.

“Trespassing, buddy. We’re keeping it.”

“I’ll sue!”

The guard didn’t even slow down. “Do you really want to get into a pissing contest over this shit? I’m not thinking the casino will take this kind of thing lightly, you know? Spying on guests, invading their privacy…”

The grumbling and arguing continued as the two men disappeared down the hall. Hawk turned to Cash.

“Is Ella okay?”

“She’s probably a little scared, but otherwise she’s fine. I made her lock herself in the bathroom and call you.” He drew in a breath. “I think I need to get her out of here. Back to DC and a somewhat normal existence.”

“I don’t disagree. You won’t be as visible there. HOT will make sure she’s protected until the attention dies down. And if you need me, I’ll be there too.”

“I appreciate that. You and Gina have done so much already. I don’t know how to thank you.”

Hawk shrugged. “We’re family. Once HOT, always HOT. I’ll have your back and you’ll have mine. It’s what we do.”

Yeah, it’s what they did. It was always true of a SEAL team and even truer of the brothers and sisters he’d found in HOT.

“You ever need me, I’m there,” Cash said.

“Thanks, man.” Hawk nodded his head toward the closed door. “Better go tell your wife the trouble has passed. I’ll let you know what time I can get you out of here. We’re staying for now. Gina has a show in the next couple of days.”

“Yeah, sorry we’ll miss that.” He meant it too, because Ella had been more than a little starstruck over Gina at first. She was a fan and she would have enjoyed the concert. But there’d be more concerts.

Would there?

Not with him, there wouldn’t. Once they got back to DC, Cash didn’t think they’d spend too much time together before they went their separate ways. Even if she was still a virgin, the damage had been done in the eyes of the world. Antonella Rossi was no longer as pure as new snow. Her value as a commodity her relatives could sell had been eroded overnight.

“Next time,” Hawk said.

“Sounds good.”

They parted ways, and Cash went back inside, locking the door behind him. He was thinking about how he and Ella would live in his apartment for the next week or so—thank God there was a spare bedroom now his roommate had gotten married—when something came flying at his head. He barely saw it in time to duck, but he managed to drop to the floor as the object sailed over and smacked the wall.

A second object—a human object—barreled into him as he pushed upright, knocking him flat again. She was small and fierce, and he rolled her until she was beneath him. He caught both her wrists in one hand and locked them tight to prevent her from breaking away.

“What the fuck, Ella?” he demanded.

She was twisting like a tiger, but she stilled when he spoke. “Cash?”

Her hair covered her face, blinding her as she lay on the floor beneath him. Her chest heaved, her breasts rising and falling with her exertions. The buttons of her shirt strained from the wrestling they’d done, gaping in a couple of places. His dick began to harden.

He pushed her hair aside, revealing a flushed face and flashing eyes. Before he could get a word out, she attacked.

“You didn’t announce yourself,” she accused. “You could have been anyone!”

Cash frowned. Yeah, he’d walked inside and locked the door behind him—but he hadn’t announced himself. Hadn’t told her to come out, that it was safe.

Which meant, dammit, that she’d opened the bathroom door anyway. That she’d thought she could stop whomever broke in and tried to attack her. With a fucking book.

“What the hell were you doing anyway?” he demanded. “You weren’t supposed to come out until Hawk or I told you to.”

Anger seethed in his veins, boiling furiously, scouring his insides. She’d risked her safety. She’d disobeyed.

“I called Hawk. I knew he was coming. What if someone got you, Cash? I was trying to help. I was here to distract him until Hawk arrived.”

He didn’t know what to say. Just didn’t. Fury, frustration—and a healthy dose of lust—rolled through him.

Take her. She’s yours. She wants you.

The voice didn’t stop, and his dick swelled. Any second and she’d know it too.

He dragged his thoughts back to the anger. Propped it in front of his mind’s eye and focused on it. Anger. Danger. Fury. Yes, that’s it. Be pissed. Don’t think about fucking. Don’t think about being balls deep in her tight wetness—

Oh, hell.

He was losing this battle. Losing it so spectacularly that at any minute he was going to start peeling off her clothes and drowning in her gorgeous body.

Fight it, Cash. You’re a damn SEAL!

Yes, he was a SEAL. He could face hardship, deprivation, danger. He could conquer anything he set his mind to. Including the temptation to devirginize a princess. He could most certainly conquer that impulse. He’d been tempted a couple of times to ring the bell during SEAL training, to give up and let the instructors know he was done. That he’d never be good enough.

Only the memory of what waited for him at home if he failed had kept him going. But he had kept going, and he’d conquered his impulses. Surely he could do that now. He could annihilate this one small impulse to thoroughly corrupt Ella body and soul.

She shifted beneath him then, moving her hips, pressing her center against his aching cock.

“Ella, don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Move. Don’t move.”

But she didn’t obey. Of course she didn’t. She arched upward, the contact between them setting off sparks behind his eyelids.

“I can’t help it,” she whispered. “It feels—it feels amazing, Cash.”

He rocked against her, hard as stone. Pressing his cock against that sensitive spot she was trying to gratify. She whimpered and grasped his biceps. Squeezed her fingertips into his muscles so hard he was pretty sure she would leave a mark. If not a physical mark, then a psychological mark he would feel for a long time to come.

“You shouldn’t ask me for this, Princess. It’s getting too hard to keep control. I’m going to snap and do everything you ask—and some things you haven’t thought of—if you aren’t careful.”

Her dark eyes searched his. “That’s what I keep hoping, Cash. I want it to be you. Not because I love you, but because I know you’ll do it right.”

No virgins, his brain said. Why not? his heart asked.

Ella wasn’t like other women. She was logical and levelheaded. She wasn’t going to get tangled up over him. And he wasn’t going to get tangled up over her. They were married, but it was an arrangement. They both knew it. And if she left the arrangement with a little knowledge about how to please a man, how bad would that be?

Besides, what if he didn’t touch her and she chose a guy later who thought she was more experienced than she was simply because she’d watched porn? What if she didn’t tell the truth and that guy hurt her when he took her virginity? Ella didn’t deserve an awful experience. She deserved to be initiated with skill and patience, brought to orgasm again and again before she took that ultimate step.

He had the control for it. The patience. He could make it good for her. When she moved on to someone else, she’d know what to expect. What to demand.

Maybe he’d been thinking about this all wrong. Maybe he owed it to her to make sure she had a good experience.

Yes, that’s right. He was a fucking philanthropist. Santa Claus, but with sex instead of presents.

He dropped his lips to her neck, ghosted along her skin until he reached her ear. She shuddered beneath him, her fingers curling into him again. Her breath hitched and a growl of possession rolled through him.

“I give up, Ella. You win.”
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She won?

Ella blinked, confused for a moment—but then his mouth took hers in a hungry kiss and her body melted into the tile beneath her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, lifted her head, and opened her mouth so that his tongue could plunge inside and dance with hers.

It was the kind of kiss that changed a person. A shattering kiss. A soul-grabbing kiss that stole her breath and her sense and turned her into a creature of sensation rather than reason.

“Bed,” he muttered as he dragged his mouth away. “Not on the floor like animals.”

“I don’t care,” she gasped, hugging him tight when he tried to rise. And she didn’t. She simply didn’t want this to end, which she feared it would when he got a little distance between them.

She didn’t know what had happened to make Cash change his mind, but whatever it was, she didn’t want him to change it back again. Or maybe she did, because suddenly she was scared. Just a little bit.

She knew there would be pain when he took her, but she hadn’t thought it would happen. He’d been so adamant, and she’d gotten accustomed to the idea that she couldn’t persuade him. It had perhaps made her bolder than she would have been otherwise.

“Bed,” he said again, untangling her arms from around his neck and climbing to his feet. He pulled her up with him, tugging her against his body. His hands on her hips dragged her in close, let her feel what was waiting for her beneath his clothes.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Princess,” he murmured, cupping her face, his thumbs stroking her cheeks. “I can stop whenever you ask me to.”

She put her hands on his wrists, held them lightly. “Why did you change your mind?”

“Because I’m selfish, Ella. Because I’m aroused and aching and if I don’t do something about it, my balls are going to turn blue. But more than that, I know I can make this good for you. I’m not sure the next guy can, and I don’t want that to happen. You believe I’ll do it right, and I will. You still want me to?”

Ella sucked in a breath. There was only one answer, no matter how hard her heart beat or how hot her skin got. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared. But yes, I want you to be the one. I trust you.”

He bent and hooked an arm behind her knees. She squeaked as he swept her up and against him. Then he carried her toward the bed and laid her down on it. He unholstered his weapon and set it on the night table before he followed her down, one knee beside her hip, his body dominating hers as he pressed her down into the mattress.

“Cash,” she breathed as he stretched out on top of her. His palms were beside her head, holding his body up, keeping him from crushing her. His mouth lowered to hers by slow degrees. Too slow, because she lifted her head to close the distance, sighing when their mouths met.

His tongue stroked into her mouth, tangled with hers, left her feeling weak and hot and achy. Her body responded to his kisses with a surge of wetness and an ache deep inside that she’d never quite felt before.

His fingers went to the knot at her waist where she’d tied the shirt, and her heart skipped. He undid the knot quickly, tugging it open, and then he unbuttoned her shirt with one hand, his mouth never leaving hers. He’d shifted to the side, his weight pressing into the mattress beside her, his body still partially on top of her but not suffocating her.

When her shirt was unbuttoned, he pushed it wide open, revealing her skin to the cool air circulating in the room. His mouth left hers then, trailed down her neck to her collarbone and then farther down to the swells of her breasts. She threaded a hand through his hair and rubbed it between her fingers. She liked that she could touch him freely now.

He made a noise of approval—at least she thought it was approval, as his tongue continued to explore the swell of her breasts. When he dragged one cup down to expose her nipple, her heart throbbed with anticipation. 

His eyes met hers over the dusty pink of her nipple. “Beautiful.”

She didn’t think her nipple could get any tighter, but she was wrong. It thrust up toward his mouth, demanding attention.

“No one has ever licked this pretty nipple, have they?”

“No.”

“Touched it?”

“Only me.”

“Show me, Princess.”

“Cash, I don’t think—”

“Show me, honey. I want to do it right for you.”

The heat of shame flared over her skin, but she did as he asked. She closed her thumb and forefinger around her nipple and pinched it softly. Sensation streaked from her nipple to her core. Ella bit her lip and tried not to moan. She wasn’t successful.

Cash’s eyes were heated as he watched. Instead of taking over, he dragged the cup from her other nipple.

“Keep touching yourself, Princess,” he said. And then he stuck out his tongue and licked the tip of her aching flesh.

Ella gasped. Liquid heat flowed between her thighs. Her pussy tightened as if he were touching that instead of her breast. Every lick of his tongue over her nipple made a corresponding ache happen down below.

She thought she might die of pleasure simply from his hot tongue licking around her tight flesh—but then he sucked the little bud into his mouth. Sweet pleasure spiked through her body at every tug and pull. And when he lightly nibbled her tight peak?

Heaven.
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CHAPTER TWENTY




It was too much. Too much pleasure, too much sensation. Ella cried out, her fingers curling in his hair. Both hands, because she’d stopped tweaking her own nipple a while ago now. She tugged harder than she should probably. But he didn’t stop. He licked and sucked until she squirmed beneath him, until she thought she would die from the pleasure.

When he lifted his head to look at her, he grinned, arching an eyebrow. “You like that, sweet Ella?”

Her heart hammered. Tiny beads of sweat popped up everywhere on her skin.

“Yes.” She was hoarse. Why?

“Are you scared?”

She shook her head.

“I think you are. But I promise you don’t have to be. We won’t do anything you don’t want to do.”

“I want to do everything.”

His eyes darkened. “Jesus, some of the things that come out of your mouth. What do you want, Ella? Tell me.”

“I want…” She swallowed. “I want you to lick me. There. And I want to lick you.”

“That’s going to happen. Maybe not the licking me part, at least not this first time. But baby, I’m going to lick you until you scream.”

She thought of the video, of the man with his head between the woman’s legs—of the way she’d panted and cried out as he licked the very heart of her—and a shiver skated over her skin. She’d wanted that for so long. Desired it every time she read a new romance novel. Imagined it as she brought herself to orgasm with her fingers.

“I want that,” she said. “So much.”

Cash sat up and grinned. “Today is your lucky day, Princess.”

He undressed her with quick, efficient movements, though he left the bra with her breasts pushed up high and firm over the cups. He stripped off the shirt, skimmed the capri pants down her thighs, dragged her panties off and tossed them on the floor.

“You too,” she said as he started to lower himself onto her again.

“You want to do it?” he asked.

She nodded. He stayed on his knees, spread his arms wide, and she climbed upright and dragged his T-shirt up and over his head, taking care to run her palms up his abdomen and chest on the way.

His eyes were hot when his head emerged from the fabric. She lifted herself up and kissed him on impulse. It wasn’t a bad impulse, because he caught her to him and tangled his tongue with hers. His hot palm splayed over her back, pulled her bare skin against his bare skin.

It was heavenly. Her body felt like hot wax, pliable and formless.

But it didn’t last because he gently pushed her away. “Finish the job, Princess,” he said, dipping his chin toward his abdomen.

She followed his gaze; her belly flipped at the sight of all that muscle. The tattoo over his pectoral, the ridges and bumps of hard muscle. The trail of dark hair that went from his belly button to beneath his waistband.

Ella unbuckled his belt, then unbuttoned him with shaking fingers before sliding his zipper down. On impulse, she pressed her lips to his chest, licked his nipple the way he’d licked hers. He growled and tugged her down to the bed, kicking out of his pants before pressing his naked body to hers.

She opened her legs instinctively, cradling his big body between them. His hot, hard cock slid against the groove of her sex.

“Holy shit, you’re wet,” he groaned. “So damned wet.”

“Isn’t that good?” she asked, confused for a second.

“Yeah, it’s good. Damned good.”

He dipped his head to her other nipple, tugged hard, and Ella cried out. It was almost too much—except it wasn’t. It was just right. Cash teased her nipple into an aching peak before he started his slide down her body, tasting her with his hot mouth as he went.

When he reached her mound, he licked a trail along the top where the waistband of her panties usually lay. She grew light-headed, but he didn’t stop. Instead, he slid down and settled between her thighs.

“Such a pretty pussy,” he said, staring at her. She knew what it looked like down there. She’d studied herself with a mirror. Pretty was not the word she’d use, but the fact he did made her feel beautiful and confident.

“You want me to lick it?” he asked, and her belly flipped again. She had some world-class gymnastics going on inside there.

“Yes. Please.”

Cash slid his thumbs into her seam, pushed her open, and dropped his tongue into her heat and wetness.

Ella bowed up off the bed. “Cash! Oh—”

She couldn’t speak because he licked a trail from the bottom of her slit to the top where he curled his tongue around her clit and sent sparks exploding behind her eyes.

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t believe what was happening to her or how amazing it felt. The videos had taught her a lot, but they hadn’t taught her how it felt. Novels did a pretty good job of making it sound wonderful—but this was so much better than she’d imagined.

Cash was relentless, spreading her open, licking and sucking her clit into his mouth and then dipping down to plunge his tongue into her body before climbing back up to her clit again. When he slipped a finger inside her, she whimpered.

“Does it hurt?”

“No.” It didn’t, but her hymen blocked the way before he’d gotten too far. 

He got about half his finger into her, but the rest couldn’t get past the barrier. Still, he began to work his finger back and forth, stretching her a little bit as he did so.

The feeling was foreign and intrusive, but it was also overwhelmed by everything going on a little higher up. Cash pulled her sensitive flesh into his mouth, sucked hard enough to make her see stars.

It was good. So good. She grabbed fistfuls of the covers as he attacked relentlessly. Everything within her tightened unbearably. It was almost painful how much she needed release, how desperate she was to reach the apex. His finger still worked to stretch her, but the distraction of it paled as her orgasm slammed into her and stole her breath.

Ella’s body shook, her legs stiffened, and Cash’s name burst from her lips as she came. So many sensations flooded her at once. It wasn’t the same as when she came by herself. Not at all.

This was more intense, hotter, the plunge to the bottom sharper and sweeter by far.

She thought that would be the end of it, that he’d crawl up her body and press his dick inside her. That now was when she would feel the ripping and tearing of delicate tissues.

But that’s not what happened at all. Cash brought her to another orgasm with his mouth, made her hover on the edge longer, and then watched her plunge farther and faster than before.

Ella was spent, and yet somehow she remained restless and achy. In spite of two bone-melting climaxes, she needed more.

This time, Cash did move up her body, licking and kissing her naked skin along the way. When his mouth met hers, she was shocked at first. He tasted salty and a little sweet. It was her taste, and that somehow embarrassed and aroused her at the same time.

“You are fucking amazing, Princess,” he growled against her lips. “So beautiful and responsive.”

She didn’t know how to answer that. He kissed her again and then rolled away and stood. It took her a moment to find her voice.

“Where are you going?”

“Need a condom, Ella.”

He disappeared into the bathroom. A moment later he was back, ripping open a package and taking out a pale rubber disk. She watched him roll it on, thinking she’d never seen anything so beautiful in her life as Cash McQuaid—her husband—rolling a condom on with one hand while his eyes burned intently into her.

“You still want this?” he asked before putting a knee on the bed.

If she’d been in love with him, she would have loved him even more in that moment than she ever had before. “Yes, I want this. I want you.”




*




Hell, he’d given her every opportunity to put a stop to what was happening, but she hadn’t. Cash didn’t want her to either. Every time he asked, his heart stopped while he waited for her answer. Because, hot damn, he really wanted to get inside her. Now that he’d allowed himself to let it happen, he needed it to happen.

He let his gaze slide over her sweet body. His balls tightened in anticipation. Ella was lovely, though she had more angles than he liked. If she were naturally skinny, then fine. But she wasn’t. He was sure of it because of the way she said her aunt restricted her food intake.

He’d like to see her with a few more pounds, see how lush and beautiful she would be then.

Cash considered how best to make this first time happen. How to get past the initial pain of breaching her hymen and on to the good stuff. But he didn’t really know. She was his first virgin. All he knew was that he had to make her feel good. Make her wet.

He glided a finger along the seam of her body as he lowered himself beside her. She gasped and arched her back as he skimmed her clit. She was so wet. So hot.

“I’m not going to lie to you, Princess. It’ll probably hurt at first. I don’t know how to change that. All I know is once you get through it, it does get better.”

Her throat moved as she swallowed. “I know. I’ve read about it.”

“You scared?”

Her eyes went a little wide. “Yes,” she admitted in a soft voice.

“Me too.”

She blinked. “You? What are you scared of?”

He pinched her clit softly, gently. A soft breath escaped her.

“Hurting you, Ella. I don’t want to do that, but that’s how it works.”

“It’s okay, Cash. I’d rather it was you than…”

Her throat moved as she swallowed and a spike of anger pierced him. The thought of her lying beneath Sheikh Fahd, scared and alone, while he took her virginity against her will, made Cash’s chest ache. No woman deserved to be violated like that.

Cash slipped a finger inside her, as far as it would go. It wasn’t far, but he had immense patience. He wasn’t going to push her any faster than she wanted to go.

“I know, Princess. Still doesn’t make it any easier for me to do it.”

He dipped his mouth to hers and kissed her again. The tension in her body melted away, leaving her pliant and warm in his arms. He didn’t stop circling her clit, teasing it, until he felt the shudders of a fresh orgasm shake her. She dragged her mouth from his and cried out. While she was still shaking from the tremors, he rolled onto her body and positioned himself between her legs.

He didn’t have to ask her to spread them. She did it automatically. He pressed the head of his cock against her entrance. Her fingers curled into his biceps and he stilled.

“You can tell me to stop, Ella. I will.”

“I know. Please, Cash. Kiss me.”

He dropped his mouth to hers. And then he began the process of inching forward. Ella trembled beneath him, and it nearly killed him that she did. He wasn’t sure why he felt so protective toward her.

“Just do it, Cash,” she said as she gripped his arms hard. “Get it over with.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.” Her eyes were dark pools. He saw fear in those eyes, and trust. It was the trust that undid him.

He glided a hand down her hip and dragged her leg up to wrap around him. She wrapped the other one around him as he gripped her hips and lifted her. Then he pushed forward harder than before. When she squirmed, he didn’t stop. Not unless she asked him to, and she didn’t.

She closed her eyes, her forehead knitting tight as she endured the pain. Cash almost stopped anyway, but then the barrier gave way and he suddenly slid fully inside her. Her eyes popped open.

Their gazes tangled. Something swelled in his chest. Some feeling he didn’t quite understand. This was a first for them both, so maybe it was just an acknowledgment of that.

“Wow,” she said, and Cash laughed. It wasn’t what he’d expected to happen at this point, but that’s also what made it so Ella.

“What’s wow?”

“You. Inside me. I didn’t think it would happen.”

“And how is it? Okay?”

“It hurt at first, but now it’s more of a dull pain. I feel full of you and it aches. But I think I like it.”

He was having trouble thinking as her tight walls gripped him hard. All he wanted to do was thrust until he exploded. But he had to make it good for her. He’d promised.

“Then hang on, baby doll. It’s about to get a whole lot better.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Ella wanted to remember everything about this night, but it was moving so fast she couldn’t keep up with all the details. She tried to commit every word he said to memory, but she knew she would never remember it all. And if she kept trying, she wouldn’t experience this moment as fully as she should.

They were naked—well, except for the bra she still wore—they were entwined, and Cash was buried deep inside her. She was no longer a virgin. He shifted his hips, withdrawing from her body and then thrusting forward again. She ached, but it wasn’t a bad ache. It was, as she’d told him, a full-of-him ache. She would know for days, once this was over, that it had happened, because she would have a reminder with the soreness.

He took his time with her, moving slowly and deliberately, though each thrust was a little harder than the last. Their mouths tangled again, tongues stroking, breaths mingling. She suddenly thought that she would never have a more perfect night than this one.

And then, between the bittersweet ache of his possession and the little sparks that zipped through her from time to time, it happened. Her body caught fire. Something within her came to life as he moved, some new spark kindled, and she suddenly wanted more.

He must have sensed it because his movements grew harder and faster. All the pieces of her that had been floating aimlessly came together and focused on the blazing light at the end of the tunnel.

This. This was what she’d wanted, what she’d watched in those videos—that moment when pure pleasure took over and built toward a shattering climax. It was really happening. She was going to come this way, and she couldn’t wait for it.

But she couldn’t quite find her way.

“Cash,” she gasped when he dropped his head to her breasts and sucked a nipple into his mouth. He tugged harder than he had before, and a spike of hard pleasure shot down into her core. It was as if there were a conduit between her nipple and her clitoris because the more he sucked on one, the more the other ached.

He knew she needed more. Somehow, he knew.

“Come for me, Ella,” he commanded her.

Just like that, she obeyed. How could she not? She shouted. She knew she did, even though she wasn’t conscious of it happening. She heard the echo of it in her ears as her body came unglued. As heat and pleasure spiraled through her, sent lightning bolts of sensation into the outposts of her toes and fingers.

It was like her previous orgasms, yet unlike them too. She’d never climaxed with anything inside her before. Not a man, not fingers, not a dildo. Nothing. It was… sensational.

“That’s it, baby,” Cash said to her, his mouth at her ear, his tongue wreaking havoc on her senses as he sucked the skin of her neck and her earlobe. “Keep coming.”

She did. He didn’t stop moving inside her, and she didn’t stop trembling as her orgasm rippled through her in waves.

She was still coming when he joined her, his body stiffening as he groaned. She didn’t know that’s what it was at first, but then she felt his cock pulsing inside her and knew that must be what was happening. She wanted to watch it happen, but it was too late for that.

All she could do was stare at his face and watch it there. His eyes closed tight and his neck corded with muscle as he stiffened. His mouth fell open as he groaned. She’d never seen anything more beautiful than Cash McQuaid while he climaxed.

When he finished, when her own orgasm subsided, he kissed her on the forehead and got up to go take care of the condom. She felt empty without him inside her. As if he’d taken a part of her away when he’d withdrawn.

He returned with a washcloth in his hand. “There might be blood,” he said before she could ask.

She pushed up on her elbows and spread her legs. The blood shocked her, even though she knew she would have it. It was the evidence of her virginity, the proof that her value had plummeted. She felt relieved and strangely sad at the same time.

Cash sat beside her and tended to the blood even though she hadn’t asked him to. She’d expected he would hand her the cloth, but he didn’t. It was warm because he’d thought of that, and he wiped away all traces of her virginity—except where it had stained the sheets—while she looked at the back of his head and thought she might cry.

Not for her virginity. Never for that.

No, it was for herself. Because he’d been right about her even though she’d insisted he was wrong. He’d said she would make this mean more than it should, and he was right. Her heart throbbed with feelings. Her eyes blurred with the strength of the emotion storming inside her.

Was it love? Or gratitude? She didn’t quite know, but whatever it was, it hurt. Not because it felt bad, but because she knew he didn’t feel the same. He talked about going their separate ways, about this marriage ending as soon as possible—and all she wanted right now was to lie in his arms and think about the future. A future with him. A future in which they stayed married and made love as often as possible.

“How are you feeling?” he asked her as the cloth moved between her legs.

“A little sore. But also—wow. I had no idea, Cash. Thank you for giving me this gift.”

He frowned. “You make it sound like my motives were pure. They weren’t. A hard-on is a difficult thing to ignore, especially when you’ve been getting them without relief for days.”

“I think you’re stronger than that.”

“You’ve never had a hard dick, apparently.”

“I think I just did.”

His eyes dropped closed. He shook his head. “Jesus, Ella. You slay me with some of the shit you say.”

“I like to keep you guessing.”

“You do a good job of it.”

He finished wiping away the blood and took the cloth back to the bathroom. When he returned this time, he reached for his pants. Disappointment flared in her belly.

“Where are you going?”

His expression was a little bit hard, a little bit cool. Or maybe it was simply aloof. But it was such a change from a few moments ago that she was having trouble reconciling it. What had happened to change his mood?

“I’m not going anywhere. But I need to make some calls. You can stay in bed if you like. Have a nap. I’ll wake you when I hear something from Hawk.”

“About what?”

“Our departure. We’re going home.”
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Okay, so he was an ass. Cash shoved a hand through his hair and grumbled to himself as he walked into the living area of the suite and picked up his phone.

Go back there, get in bed with her, and hold her.

No. He shook his head. No, he wasn’t going to do that. He wasn’t going to make this cuddly and sweet for her. It was bad enough he’d given in to the urge to fuck her. He stared at his phone for a second, then lifted his head to gaze out at the lights of Las Vegas. What had he done?

He’d just taken the virginity of a woman who would be a queen if her family hadn’t been deposed. Him, Cash McQuaid from Iowa, a kid whose mother had left him and whose father hadn’t cared enough about him to realize his new wife was abusive toward his son. All the times his stepmother was nice in front of his dad and then pushed him away when his dad’s back was turned. All the times he’d believed her, because he was a fucking kid, and then had his heart ripped out anew when she rejected him.

All he’d wanted was some affection. A hug. Someone who cared about his day at school and who was excited when he brought home a lame art project.

“Fuck,” he said beneath his breath. Why was he thinking about this shit? Ella’s childhood hadn’t been any better. Besides, he’d escaped long ago. Ella had only been free of her family’s shit for a handful of days.

His phone buzzed and he put it to his ear. “Yeah?”

“Hey, man. I can get you both on a charter at eight p.m. It’ll put you back in DC early, but it might be best to arrive at an odd time anyway.”

Cash looked at his watch. “Two hours. Thanks.”

“I’ll send an escort when it’s time to head for the airport.”

He and Hawk talked a little bit more about logistics, and then they ended the call. Cash turned and stared at the bedroom door. He didn’t want to go back in there. Because he didn’t want to see her tearstained face, her sad eyes, her confusion. She would be confused. He was certain of it. Because he was.

Dammit, he was.

That was the problem. For a man who always knew precisely what he was doing and why, he was suddenly wound up about his purpose and whether or not he’d done the right thing. He didn’t want to see regret in her gaze. Or, yeah, sadness.

Still, there was shit to do and he wasn’t the sort of man to avoid the difficult things. No, he charged in and took care of what had to be taken care of. He walked into the bedroom and stopped. The bed was empty.

He followed the sound of water and found her in the bathroom, standing naked with her hair piled on her head while steam built in the shower enclosure. Her back was to him, but she must have sensed his presence because she turned and he was faced with a jaw-dropping view of her beautiful tits, tiny waist, and the neat triangle of hair at the apex of her thighs.

Her skin was smooth, creamy—and abraded in places where he’d dragged his stubbled jaw over it. They were his marks of ownership. And then he saw it—another mark he’d put on her, the one on her neck when she’d been coming, a love bite that left little doubt what she’d been up to. It wasn’t anywhere that was going to be covered by her hair either.

Great.

“We’re leaving soon,” he told her, though his dick was starting to throb to life and his veins were beginning to flood with arousal and the urge to drive into her again.

“I won’t be long.”

She didn’t put her arms over her body to hide herself. But she was blushing. He could see it in the pink flush spreading over her cheeks and down her neck and collarbones. He knew the kind of strength it took not to do the instinctive thing. Not to react.

God, he admired her. More than he wanted to. But Ella was amazing. She really was a queen, even if her family hadn’t let her know it. He’d never met any of them, but he knew she was worth more than all of them put together. And maybe that’s why they’d kept her down—they knew it too, and they couldn’t stand it.

Because he couldn’t help it, he shot her what he knew to be his most winning grin. “Need help in the shower?”

Her tongue darted over her lips. And then she shook her head. “I think it will be better for me if I say no.”

Disappointment stomped his burgeoning arousal into the ground. But it wasn’t anything he didn’t deserve.

“Whatever you say, Princess,” he drawled, even though her rejection stung. “Holler if you change your mind.”

“I won’t.”

He tipped his head to her and started to back out of the room. “As Your Majesty wishes.”

She frowned, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she opened the shower door and stepped inside. He knew that move.

Dismissed.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Hawk’s security team came for them half an hour before departure. The airport was close and they were flying on a charter, so they didn’t need to be there too early. They were still acting with an abundance of caution even though the news of Cash and Ella’s marriage had filtered out to all the news outlets by now. Her family knew, Fahd knew—what could they do now?

Cash didn’t put anything past them, which was why he appreciated the security. Desperate people did desperate things. He didn’t know if they were desperate, but he didn’t want to take that chance.

“Mendez wants to see you when you arrive,” Hawk said as he walked with them to the elevator. “He’ll send an escort to meet the plane.”

Cash resolutely didn’t allow his gut to tighten at the mention of his commanding officer’s name. Mendez was one badass motherfucker. He’d taken on a vice president, a Russian oligarch, and probably saved the world from certain destruction on more than one occasion. The man was a legend—and he wasn’t someone you wanted to piss off.

Not that Cash had done anything wrong. He’d saved the girl. Nothing wrong with that. Except now he’d gone beyond the parameters of the mission and made it personal.

Like getting married wasn’t personal?

Yeah, but that was cover. Actually taking the principal to bed on a mission? Not quite by the book.

“Any word on Fahd or her relatives?” Cash asked in a low voice.

Ella was ahead of him, one guard flanking her and one leading. He and Hawk had dropped back to talk, but he still pitched his voice low just in case.

“Fahd has left the country according to the report I got about an hour ago. Her family is still in Virginia. They haven’t stirred since the press conference they gave when news of the marriage broke.”

He didn’t expect they would deviate from the official story. How could they without admitting they’d been forcing Ella to wed against her will? If they insisted she’d run away and been kidnapped, they had a long road ahead of them to convince anyone she’d married him because she’d been coerced. The photos of the wedding, the pictures and video from their night out with Gina and Hawk—it was all much too convincing to fight.

Though why did he have a pit in his belly anyway whenever he thought of them doing just that?

Hawk’s gaze slid to Ella and then back again. “Be careful, Money. With her.”

The pit in his belly widened. “I will. Her safety is my priority.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Hawk gave Cash a significant look that let him know the man had noted the mark on her neck and the apparent tension between the two of them. Before Cash could reply to the charge, they reached the service elevator and everyone stopped. 

Hawk held out his hand and Cash took it. “Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

He gave Ella a brief hug, and then they were in the elevator and plunging down to the lobby level. The doors slid open onto a hallway where staff rushed between the public areas. No one batted an eye at their appearance. Hawk’s men ushered them out the back door and into an armored car. Only a few moments went by before they were pulling away from the curb and rolling toward traffic.

It took a good fifteen minutes to reach the airport. The jet waiting for them wasn’t as big as Gina’s, but it was still nice and lushly appointed. Cash could get used to this life of private jets and high-roller suites. Who couldn’t?

Most of his flying took place on military transports with minimal comforts. He wasn’t complaining, but when you got to see how the other half lived, it was kind of shocking to think this was the way some people traveled all the time.

Hell, maybe she should have married Fahd. She’d have had every luxury in the world if she had.

He had a visceral reaction to the idea of her standing beside another man and pledging herself to him. Of her virginal body being stripped of her wedding attire while another man got to enjoy the unveiling of flesh no man had ever touched before.

Except me.

Holy shit, he’d never thought that was a turn-on. The idea that he’d been her first. Her only. But it was.

And it only made him want her again. He wanted to show her everything, give her all the pleasure she could handle, teach her everything they could do together.

She lifted her gaze from the contemplation of the menu a flight attendant had handed her. She hadn’t spoken much to him since he’d left the bed earlier. She hadn’t been impolite, but she hadn’t been her usual self either.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and her eyes widened.

“For what?”

“Earlier. Walking away when you needed me to stay.”

Her gaze dropped. “I didn’t. I was fine.”

“But you would have liked it. If I’d stayed with you, both of us naked, talking. Maybe touching. Maybe doing it again.”

Her dark eyes boiled with hot emotion. As if he’d cracked into the heart of her. But then she slammed the window shut, and he was left wondering if he’d imagined the simmering cauldron behind those eyes.

“Yes, it might have been nice. But you had things to do. I understand.”

Impulsively, he reached for her hand. She started to pull away, but he tightened his grip. Just enough to stop her. And then he loosened his hold so she still could if she wanted.

She did not.

“I did have things to do. But I could have handled that better. I could have spent a few minutes giving you what you needed.”

She blinked. Her pink lips were shiny with lipgloss. He wanted to mess them up. “And what about you, Cash? What do you need?”

He felt as if she’d stabbed a dagger into his heart and twisted it. Why? It was an ordinary enough question—

And then it hit him. No one ever asked him that. No sexual partner, no friend, nobody. What do you need?

So many things. So many damned things.

He squeezed her hand before letting go and put on his easygoing face as he slouched in the seat. The one that said he didn’t care what happened so long as it was good. “Nothing, babe. I’m good.”

“Are you?”

His heart hitched for a second. Hurt and anger flared. He stuffed them deep. Gave her a wink and a smile. “Yeah. Just fine.” He tipped his chin at the menu still in her other hand. “You figure out what you want to drink yet?”

The flight attendant arrived as if on cue and took their drink orders. When she left, Ella gave him a serious look.

“What happens when we arrive?”

Cash shrugged. “Not much. We’ll be met by my team, and we’ll go talk to the boss. Or I’ll go talk to him. Not sure about you.”

And he wasn’t.

Her skin paled. “I don’t want to be without you. Not yet. You’re the only person I know outside of my family. Please don’t let them take me somewhere away from you.”

In any other circumstance, he’d have been alarmed by a woman he’d slept with saying those things to him. Begging him not to leave. But not this time. He understood where she was coming from.

“I don’t think that’s the plan, Ella. We put too much into this story to turn around and call it into doubt. We aren’t being separated. Not yet.”

She seemed to relax then. The drinks arrived and she sipped the sparkling water she’d ordered. Her fingers were long, elegant. The wedding band on her ring finger seemed naked without a diamond residing beside it. He wasn’t going to put one there, of course. Didn’t mean he couldn’t notice it would look better if she had one. As if he could afford to put one there anyway. At least not the kind royalty deserved.

“It’s been a long day,” she said after a few moments. “So many things have happened.”

“I’d say it’s been a long few days.”

“Well, yes. But today I learned I would be a queen if circumstances were different. And I finally lost my virginity.”

Cash dropped his gaze to her neck and the mark there. He wanted to give her another one. Hell, he wanted to be inside her again. As soon as possible.

“Any regrets?”

She lifted her lashes, her dark eyes boring into his. “Many. But none of them involve you.”




*




It was still dark when the plane landed at a private airstrip in Maryland. Ella blinked awake as a hand gently shook her. She shifted in the seat and winced at the soreness of her interior muscles. She’d expected it would hurt a bit, but it was surprising how much it did. Then again, it was like working out. When you worked a body part that hadn’t been worked in a long time—or ever in the case of her vagina—then you had to deal with a bit of soreness at first. It would get better with time—and more workouts.

Which she really hoped she got, though she couldn’t be sure she would. Cash had grown so serious since they’d left the hotel, so businesslike. Once they’d gotten airborne, he’d stopped talking altogether—and she’d finally given up and fallen asleep.

“What’s wrong?” he asked now.

She turned her head, their gazes colliding. The cool mint color of his eyes struck her as one of the prettiest things she’d ever seen. The dark rim around his irises intensified their prettiness. Not that she thought he’d appreciate that word. Pretty. Cash was a lot more than pretty.

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.”

“You didn’t look fine.”

She sighed as she sat up and stretched. “I’m sore, Cash. Bits of me are still recovering.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“You did your best. I think it’s to be expected. Non-use and all that.”

He looked so chagrined that she didn’t expect him to snort. “Jesus, Ella. You always make me laugh, even when I don’t want to.”

“It’s a gift,” she said, though she wasn’t sure it was any such thing. Still, the fact he laughed—the sound of his laugh—did things to her insides. Made them fluttery and happy. He was a dangerous man in more ways than one, only the danger was to her heart. Her poor, unloved, starving-for-affection heart.

He took her hand and wrapped his fingers around it. The aforementioned heart fluttered and trembled.

“Yeah, it is. You ready?”

“What happens now?”

The cabin depressurized as the exterior door opened.

“We get in the waiting SUV out there and go where it takes us.”

“You don’t know where that is?”

“I suspect I know. But it’s nowhere you’ve heard of or will hear of. So we go. Or not. Depends.”

She turned to look out the window. There was indeed an SUV there. A black one with a man standing near the door. Two other men stood nearby. They looked dangerous too. Intense and determined.

Cash helped her up, and they walked down the aisle to the stairs that had been rolled up to the plane. He stepped out first, then turned and waited for her to join him. They walked down hand in hand while he slowed his steps for her.

At the bottom, the two men strode up. They were both grinning. It made her feel a little better. A little less apprehensive.

“Congratulations, Money,” one of them said. “Never thought to see the day.”

“Shut up, Camel,” Cash growled. “You too, Cowboy. Not a word.”

The one named Cowboy snorted. But he turned his attention to her. “Your Highness, welcome. Don’t pay any attention to this jerk,” he added, nodding toward Camel.

Camel? She thought it an odd name. A homely desert animal with a humped back? This man was not homely. At all. He was tall, dark-haired, and strikingly handsome. So was the one named Cowboy—except he was the bigger of the two. Wider, more muscular. Not that Camel wasn’t muscular, but he was leaner.

“Thank you,” she said when she remembered to stop staring and open her mouth.

“Boys, this lady is my wife,” Cash said, tucking her arm into his and stepping closer to her. “Princess Antonella Maria Rossi McQuaid—or however that works. Not quite sure of it yet.”

“Call me Ella,” she said. “Please.”

“Ella, these two idiots are my teammates. Alex Kamarov and Cody McCormick. You can call them whatever you like, including asshole—they’ll answer to it.”

“Jesus, Money,” Camel said. “Do you really talk like that in front of your lovely bride?”

“He does,” Ella replied. “But it’s okay because I tend to shock him too.”

Camel’s eyebrows went up. So did Cowboy’s.

“You don’t say,” Cowboy replied. “I’d love to hear all about it.”

“No you wouldn’t,” Cash interjected. “Mind your own business. You taking us somewhere in that land yacht or are we gonna camp out on the tarmac at this ungodly hour and shoot the breeze?”

“Nope, we’re going,” Camel said. “After you.”

They went over to the SUV where the man waiting for them opened the doors. “Welcome back, Money,” he said. “And congrats.”

“Thanks, man. Ella, this one is Adam Garrison. You can call him Blade—or asshole. Same thing applies.”

Blade laughed. “Ma’am, you can call me whatever you like.”

“Watch it,” Cash growled as Blade took her offered hand and kissed the back of it. “She’s married.”

“For now,” the man said with a wink.

Ella laughed. Okay, so she liked Cash’s friends. Cash helped her into the SUV and climbed in beside her. The others piled in as well. Their luggage—which wasn’t much—was loaded into the rear of the vehicle, and then they were speeding away from the plane and out onto a dark access road.

Ella yawned and tried not to nod off as they sped through the night. She wanted to hear everything these men said, but she was disappointed because they didn’t say much. There was some teasing about her and Cash’s marriage, but they kept it light. Ella sat up straight and tall in the back seat and tried not to lean against Cash, but after the second time she jerked herself upright, he tugged her into the circle of his arm, draping his fingers over her shoulder where he could twirl her hair.

She felt the quiet stillness of the vehicle then. The way the conversation sort of died off for a moment, the silence seeming heavy, before one of the men said something about someone named Viking.

Lord, she would never keep up with these people and their names. Real names, nicknames—they all blurred together for the time being. Too many people. Too many names. Though she thought maybe she’d met Viking before, back at the fishing cabin.

After a short trip, they turned into what appeared to be a military facility. A guard stood by a building in the center of the road, checking the identification of everyone who entered. Before Ella could stir, Cash lowered the window and held up her passport along with his own identification. The guard looked at everything and then waved them through.

“Where are we?” she asked softly.

“It’s where I work. We need to find out what the plan is for keeping you safe, where we’ll be staying, that kind of thing.”

“You promised,” she said, trying to keep her voice low. She got the impression the other men heard her anyway.

“I know, Princess. Don’t worry.”

She couldn’t do anything else.




***











CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




“Wow, Money,” Cowboy said after they’d gone through the security checks to get into the secure areas of HOT HQ.

They’d left Ella in the area of the building that housed the temporary quarters. Victoria Brandon, a contracted sniper to Alpha Squad, was with her. She was safe, but Cash had hated to leave her side. He could still see the fear in her eyes that she’d kept hidden from everyone else. But he knew it was there because he knew her.

An odd thought when he’d only known her a few days, but there it was.

“That woman,” Cowboy continued. “Holy shit, what a body.”

Cash tried not to be annoyed. Before Cowboy had gotten tangled up with Miranda, he and Cash had spent a lot of nights prowling the bars and clubs together. They assessed women frankly and appreciatively. Discussed tits, asses, and pussies—and what they intended to do with them—without a second thought.

But if Cowboy went there right now…

Cash stopped. Cowboy stopped. They stood in the middle of a darkened hallway with cameras bearing down on them, capturing every move they made. And every word too.

Cash turned and faced his teammate. His friend.

“Not another word, buddy. Not about her. Ella’s not one of the women you pick up in a bar. She’s a lady. A princess. And she’s my wife, so please don’t make me mop the floor with you for everyone in the control room to see.”

Cowboy’s jaw dropped open. And then he burst out laughing. Cash stiffened.

Until his friend backed up, both hands in the air, and shook his head. “Holy shit, Camel was right. You’ve fallen for her.”

Cash’s gut tightened. “What are you talking about? She’s a lady, that’s all. Don’t talk about her like she’s a slut. You wouldn’t talk about Miranda like that. Don’t do it about Ella either.”

Not that he had anything against sluts. God knew he was a man slut. Or had been. Until recently anyway. Would be again.

Maybe.

“Camel dared me. Sorry, man. No disrespect. None at all.”

Camel entered the corridor from behind them. He’d been talking to one of the guards back there and hadn’t gone through when they did.

“Motherfucker,” Cash said, spinning as Camel walked up. “You told him to say that?”

Camel’s grin spread ear to ear. “As much grief as you’ve given him over Miranda—I couldn’t resist. Sorry.”

“Not to mention,” Cowboy added, “that crap you pulled when you took on the job of playing her husband on the mission to smoke out Victor Conti—yeah, you fucking deserve it.”

Cash growled. “Jesus, asshole. That was a job. And you acted like you couldn’t stand Miranda. Someone had to be her husband for the op. We all gave you the chance—you refused.”

“Yeah, but then you rubbed my damned nose in it every chance you got. I wanted to kill you for making her laugh. For pretending she was yours.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t feel so great when you’re on the receiving end, does it?”

It was probably too late to play it cool now that he’d blown like a pressure valve. He went for offended protector instead. “No matter what you think, I’m not in love with Ella. I barely know her. But she’s a sweet girl. She doesn’t deserve you assholes talking about her like she’s fresh meat.”

“Barely know her? What’s that mark on her neck?”

Shit.

“It’s called verisimilitude. Look it up.”

Cowboy snorted. “I know what that word means, dickhead.”

“I don’t,” Camel mumbled.

Cowboy kept going. “You’re trying to tell me you put that mark on her to make this marriage thing look real? Sure thing, bro. I believe you.”

His tone said he clearly did not.

“As fun as this is, you two want to keep the colonel waiting or what?” Camel asked as he started to walk backward. “’Cause I’m gonna have to get on into that briefing room without you if so. I am not making that man wait another second.”

Shit. Mendez.

“C’mon,” Cash grumbled. “If you’re done having fun at my expense?”

“For now,” Cowboy said.

They strode down the corridor and through another two security doors before they reached the one they were looking for. A thumb and retina scan later, the door slid open and they entered a room where their commanding officer lounged at a long table with one hand propped against his cheek and the other tapping on a computer keyboard. The rest of the SEALs were there too, as well as Ghost, the deputy commander.

“Glad you boys could finally make it,” Colonel John “Viper” Mendez said, looking up, one eyebrow arched mockingly. He motioned to the empty chairs. “Have a seat.”

Blade was already there. He’d gone ahead of them once they’d arrived at HQ. He shot the three of them a grin that Mendez couldn’t see and mouthed the words You’re fucked.

“How’s the princess, Money?”

“Fine, sir.” He tried not to think about the love bite on her neck. How prominent it was. How he shouldn’t have done it. Dumb ass. “A bit weary, but holding up.”

Someone snorted and then coughed to cover it. Cash had to work at not glaring at the entire pack of dickheads. They were so fucking amused by this. All he’d wanted to do was go fishing, dammit.

Mendez’s gaze swept the group. He knew they were having fun, but his patience only went so far.

“That’s enough, boys,” he said mildly. “Money was in the right place at the right time and he did what any of you would do. Now, maybe he deserves some shit for teasing the hell out of the rest of you when it comes to women, and maybe those of you who’ve gotten married take particular pleasure in ribbing him since he once declared that dating was a buffet and you guys were stuck with the same entrée every night—”

Holy shit, Mendez knew about that?

“But we’re going to take this shit serious and make sure that girl stays safe. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” everyone said in unison.

Mendez nodded. “Good.” He tapped a key and a slide came up on the overhead. It was a picture of Sheikh Fahd. “Intel says he’s returned to Qu’rim. We think he wanted to marry the princess because a royal wife—especially a queen in exile—would bolster his claim to the Qu’rimi throne if the rebels succeed in overthrowing King Tariq bin Abdullah.”

He let his gaze slide over them. “It’s possible he’s given up on the idea now that the princess is married and presumably no longer a virgin.”

Cash’s neck grew hot. Pray to God none of these assholes saw any color flaring on his face. He’d drop the first one who made a disparaging remark about the state of Ella’s virginity—and he’d do it in front of the colonel with the full knowledge that it was going to cost him.

“It’s also possible that he has not,” Mendez continued. “Which means we’re going to have to keep an eye on things surrounding her, at least until we get some kind of confirmation he’s moved on. And then there’s her family.”

A new slide popped up. This one featured her aunt and uncle, two people with petulant expressions and an air of entitlement that oozed from their photos. Cash wanted to punch them both in the mouth.

“They’ve been hounding the State Department since they’ve learned where she went. They insist she has no legal right to marry without the approval of her guardians. They want the marriage dissolved and the princess returned to them.”

“No.”

Cash hadn’t realized he’d gotten to his feet until the colonel looked up. Everyone else had tilted their heads up as well. He spread his hands on the table and slowly sank down again.

Don’t overreact.

But somebody had to speak for Ella. Somebody had to tell them what had happened to her.

“They kept her a virtual prisoner,” he said, his heart hot as the words tumbled out. “They denied her money, friends—hell, they even denied her food. She hasn’t been allowed any freedom to be her own person. They can rot in hell for all I care.”

Cash thought that Ghost covered a smile as he absently ran his pen back and forth on the paper in front of him. Mendez didn’t crack a smile, but his expression softened for the barest of moments. As if he understood.

“We aren’t letting them have her, son. Believe me, we aren’t. I won’t let it happen, I guarantee you that. But I need you all to know what’s going on. This is a briefing, like any other mission briefing you’ve attended. You need the whole picture. Understand?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“All right. So let’s discuss protection plans. Who, what, where, why. We’re looking at a week or two, maybe longer if something happens. Princess Antonella appears to be a hotly contested prize in a dangerous game of tug-of-war. Her relatives want her back, Sheikh Fahd has plans for her that we can’t be certain have changed, and there’s a fringe movement in Capriolo that wants to use her as a lightning rod in their plans to gather support for a return to the monarchy.”

Cash’s belly tightened. All those people who wanted Ella for their own reasons. Not one of them cared what she wanted. What she needed. She wasn’t a person to them. She was an object, a prize to be won. To be used.

He frowned. Had he treated her like an object? He hoped not. Thoughts of her beneath him rolled through his head. Yeah, he’d used her—but he’d given her something in exchange.

But was it enough? Or was he just as guilty as the rest of them?




*




The woman named Victoria was stunning. Absolutely stunning. She was wearing a wedding ring, which Ella was oddly thankful for, but she still managed to draw the eye no matter how hard Ella tried not to stare. Ella attempted to keep her attention on the magazine she was reading, but she did a poor job of it.

Victoria smiled when their gazes met. “It’s okay. You can stare.”

Busted. “I’m sorry. I’m being rude. But you’re so pretty, and yet here you are with a gun strapped to your side. Do you work with Cash?”

Victoria laughed. “A woman can’t be pretty and lethal in your world? Yes, I work with Cash. Sort of. Mostly I work with another team, but I was here when you arrived, and the colonel asked if I’d stay with you.”

“I think I would be fine here alone. Would I not?”

The security they’d gone through to get inside this place had been fairly extensive. She didn’t think her aunt and uncle would jump out of any hallways. Nor would Sheikh Fahd, assuming he cared to do so.

“It’s not your safety that was in question. It was more that he thought you might not want to be alone.”

“Oh.” Ella closed the magazine on her lap. “I am accustomed to being alone. It’s truly not a problem. If you have things to do, I mean.”

“I’m fine. My husband isn’t home, and my sister and her husband are busy tonight. I was on the range. Practicing.” She pressed her palm to the gun on her hip. It was a big gun.

“I’ve never shot a gun before.”

“No? You should learn how. It’s a good skill to have. Especially for a princess, I’d imagine.”

“I should. If I’d had a gun the day Cash rescued me, perhaps it never would have come to that. He could have gone on his fishing trip and never met me.”

Except the thought of never meeting Cash made a cavern open in her belly.

Victoria unsnapped the strap holding the weapon in place. Then she pulled it out, ejected something from the long handle and dropped it on the table, did something else that made the top of the gun slide back with an audible click—something small and golden fell out of it, but Victoria snatched it up and pocketed it. Then she pulled the top of the gun a couple of more times before walking over and holding it out.

“Here, take it. It’s empty. Feel what it’s like in your hand.”

Ella got to her feet and eyed the weapon. Gingerly, she reached for it.

“It’s okay. Don’t be afraid of it. You can’t hurt anyone. But don’t ever point it at a living thing you don’t mean to kill, even when it’s empty. Got it?”

“Yes.” Ella took the gun. It was light in her hand. The body was black, and the handle was black and sort of rubbery with little nubs on it.

Victoria stood beside her and turned her toward the back wall. “Hold it straight up, one hand wrapped around the grip.”

“Grip?”

“The bottom part there.”

Ella did as she was instructed. There was a white dot on the front of the weapon and a white U-shaped notch on the back.

“Bring your other hand up, wrap it around this one…” Victoria helped her get the right hand position, wrapping her left hand around her right, positioning both thumbs on the left side of the gun. “Never wrap your thumb around the other side. When the slide comes back as you’re firing, it’ll hurt something fierce. Keep both thumbs on this side. Now line up the front dot with the tops of the posts on the rear sight. Try to keep both eyes open.”

Ella followed the directions. She squinted at first, but then it got easier.

“When you’re ready, squeeze the trigger. Slowly.”

“But I don’t want to shoot.”

“It’s empty. You aren’t going to shoot anything. You’re practicing, feeling the give of the trigger.”

Ella squeezed and the trigger popped like there was a spring somewhere inside. “Oh.”

“Now don’t let it out. Hold it for a second. Very slowly, let it out until you feel a little click.”

Ella did. The trigger clicked and she stopped.

“Excellent. Now pull the trigger in again.”

It popped same as before.

“That’s the reset point. You don’t have to let it fully out before firing again. That knowledge could save critical seconds—and accuracy—when you need it.”

“Wow.”

“You’ve just had your first lesson,” Victoria said, taking the weapon away. “It’ll be different when you have live ammo, of course, but this is a start.”

She picked up the thing she’d tossed on the table. “This is the magazine. It’s loaded with bullets.”

She handed it to Ella, and Ella turned it around in her hands, studying it. It was heavier than she’d expected. When she handed it back, Victoria took the bullet from her pocket and inserted it into the top of the magazine. Then she jammed the whole thing into the grip of the gun, dragged the slide back quickly, and holstered it again. The entire operation took about a second.

“Why do you pull the top back?”

“Because I’m chambering a round. It’s called racking the slide. The gun is ready to fire now. I don’t recommend doing that usually, but I’m a professional and this is my job.”

Ella was more than a little awestruck at the idea of this woman taking down bad guys. She wanted to know how to do that too. How safe would she feel then? If she had a skill like Victoria’s?

The door opened and Ella whirled as Cash came striding in with the same guys as before—and Viking, one of the other guys she’d met back in the cabin a few days ago. She knew him now that she saw him again. Hard to forget with that blond warrior-god thing he had going on.

They were all big and imposing men, faces set in grim lines as they filled the room.

Ella’s heart skipped a beat. “Is everything okay?”

Cash spoke first. “It’s fine, Ella.”

“They always look that way,” Victoria said, giving Ella a quick grin. “It’s in their DNA to be serious.”

“Don’t let her kid you,” Viking said, jerking a thumb at Victoria. “That’s one of the most serious—one of the scariest—women I’ve ever met.”

Victoria laughed. “All right, I’m out of here, guys. Unless you still need me?”

“We’re good,” Cash said. “Thanks for staying.”

“No problem. It was great to meet you, Ella. Remember what I said—and get one of these guys to show you more, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you.”

“Show you more what?” Cash asked when she was gone.

“How to shoot a gun,” Ella said. “I held hers and pulled the trigger.”

His eyebrows rose. The other guys didn’t seem surprised at all.

“Oh, but there were no bullets,” she added.

“Yeah, I kinda figured.”

“What happens now, Cash?”

He glanced at his teammates. “We’re taking you somewhere safe. Your aunt and uncle are claiming you had no legal right to marry, and they’re asking for you to be returned to them.”

She must have made a noise or given a look because he reached for her hand and squeezed it.

“You’re their queen. Don’t forget that part. They can’t make you do anything you don’t want to do.”

No, they couldn’t. But that didn’t mean they wouldn’t try. And if they had her under their control again? It didn’t matter if she was a queen if she had no money or power to fight them. 

“I have not forgotten.”

“Good.” He squeezed her hand again. “I won’t let them take you, Ella. I promise.”

“I know that.”

She smiled, though inside she felt nothing but dread. Aunt Flavia and Uncle Gaetano were ruthless people. They’d lied to her for years simply so they could control her. The fact she’d married Cash wouldn’t stop them from trying to regain that control—and whatever benefit they stood to gain by selling her in marriage to anyone willing to pay them enough for her.

She’d run away, married Cash, and she still wasn’t her own person. Would she ever be free? Or would she always be running?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Forty-eight hours. That’s how long he’d been married. He glanced at Ella. His wife.

She was reading again. A romance novel this time. He could tell because of the shirtless guy on the cover and the provocative title. Ella read whatever she could get her hands on. Fortunately, this house they’d ended up at had books. If it hadn’t, he wondered what she would do then.

They’d left HOT HQ and driven south to a small house located on five acres. One of Hawk’s safe houses. Camel and Blade were with them for now, though the composition of the team would change over the next few days. If nothing happened in the outside world that was deemed a threat to Ella, then the guys would pull out and Cash would take her back to his place and start to help her figure out what she was going to do with her life.

There was no set date for a divorce, but the colonel had said probably a month or so if nothing happened to change it.

One month. Cash turned that over in his mind, expecting relief to flood him at finally having an end date to this ruse. Instead, he felt nothing but a strange kind of disquiet. Like hearing the low hum of something you couldn’t quite identify and therefore couldn’t make go away.

The bad part about having his guys here was that Ella had her own room. She might technically be his wife, but this mission was designed with her as the object being guarded. Pretending to a be a couple wasn’t necessary in front of the team.

And yet Cash wanted to touch her. Wanted to take her in his arms and explore her passion the way he had last night. There was so much she didn’t know yet. So much he wanted to show her.

But maybe it was better this way. He’d worried she would grow attached to him, hadn’t he? She couldn’t do that if they didn’t get personal anymore. If he was one bodyguard among many.

They’d been here for hours now. When they’d first arrived, Ella had gone to bed and taken a nap for a few hours before rising and dressing in a pair of jeans and a tank top with a light sweater to keep from getting a chill. Cash had napped too, but in a different room and not for long before rising again to help the other guys.

He stood and strode over to the window, gazing out at the cloudy sky that threatened rain. Camel was out there, checking the perimeter again, and Blade was on the mission computer. It was a normal, boring day on guard duty. The job they had was challenging and explosive, but much of it was also mundane. The exciting parts were tremendously exciting, but most of it was preparation and waiting for shit to go down.

Blade sat back and ran his hands through his hair.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Blade said. “Nothing at all.”

Cash took his meaning. There was nothing going on, and no apparent reason for three operators to be stuck out here with a princess. But they all knew it was necessary, at least for now.

Blade stood and stretched, then went over to turn on the television. He sank down on the couch. “Anybody care if I watch Overhaulin’?”

“Nope,” Cash said.

Ella looked up, blinking like a startled rabbit. “I don’t mind.”

Cash was pretty sure she didn’t even know what Overhaulin’ was. She met his gaze for a long moment as Blade flipped to the station he wanted. Cash felt a hard sizzle begin in his groin and work its way up the length of his penis until he was as hard as a rock.

What the hell was happening to him? Since when had he just looked at a woman and ached for her?

Ella closed the book and set it on the side table. Then she rose, her eyes on his—her eyes hot—before she walked into the hall and disappeared.

Cash watched her for a long moment. When he looked back at Blade, the man hadn’t moved. So he followed Ella. When he reached her bedroom door, it was slightly ajar. He hesitated only a moment before pushing it inward.

She was standing by the bed, hands clasped in front of her body as she faced the door. As if she’d been waiting for him.

“What’s going on, Ella?”

“Nothing.” She shrugged. “Everything.”

“I don’t know what that means,” he said, shaking his head.

“I don’t either. I’m scared, Cash.”

It pierced him to the bone. “You don’t have to be. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I know you will try. That’s all I can hope for.”

It killed him that she was worried. That she didn’t believe he was going to protect her. “I’ll do more than try,” he growled.

She dropped her gaze. “I know.”

Frustration hammered him. “What more do you want from me?” His voice was only slightly rough.

“I-I don’t know,” she whispered.

“Ella—” He raked a hand through his hair and forced himself to stay where he was. Not to go over and take her in his arms or lose himself in her.

Her head lifted, her eyes shining. “I want you inside me again,” she said on a rush, as if she had to say it fast or not at all. “I want to come with my body wrapped around yours. That is what I want.”

Cash closed his eyes. It wasn’t just his penis that was hard now. It was all of him. Hard as fucking stone. That wasn’t what he’d expected her to say. And yet it was exactly what he wanted to hear if he was honest with himself.

“You’ve been reading a romance novel.”

“Yes. And the hero did wonderful things to the heroine. Things I want too. But I know you aren’t a romance hero, Cash. I know this is temporary.”

“Do you? Because you don’t act like a woman who knows she needs to be careful.”

“Careful of what? Of you? I think that horse has left the barn, don’t you?”

Cash wanted to laugh. And snarl with rage at the same time. “You aren’t a virgin anymore, Princess. We don’t have to do anything a second time. The damage is done.”

“Damage?” Her eyebrows climbed her forehead. “I don’t think of it as damage. I think of it as…” She seemed to be thinking about something. 

He prompted her. “As?”

Her dark eyes met his. “A revelation,” she said simply.

His gut—his heart—melted with heat and need in a way it never had before. He clicked the door shut behind him and closed the distance between them, taking her in his arms. She didn’t hesitate as she wrapped her arms around him.

“You play with fire, Princess,” he growled before taking her mouth in a hot kiss.

There was something about kissing Ella. Something about her sweetness and fire that inflamed him beyond measure. He wanted her. Needed her. He didn’t understand it—didn’t much care to at the moment.

He just wanted to bury himself inside her. He was operating on autopilot and unable to disengage the mechanism.

The kiss was scorching hot, tongues tangling, lips pressing tightly together, teeth scraping. Cash filled his hands with Ella’s breasts, kneading them before ripping her tank top off and unsnapping her bra.

When his lips closed over one tight little nipple, she cried out, her fingers curling into his shoulders. He licked and sucked both nipples, making them hard and wet and tight beneath his tongue.

Ella wasn’t passive though. She tugged his shirt up and off and then ran her hands over his chest, squeezing the muscle, exploring. Cash went for the fly of her jeans, peeling them down her legs and dropping them before he picked her up and pushed her back on the bed.

It didn’t take much for him to push her legs open, and then he was falling to his knees between them.

“Cash,” she said brokenly. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he told her. And then he opened her with his fingers and slipped his tongue into her sweetness. Her back bowed off the bed and her breath sucked in, her legs shaking as he licked her again and again.

He showed her no mercy, licking and sucking her sweet flesh until she uttered a sharp cry, her entire body shaking as her orgasm exploded. The whole time, all he could think about was the fact he was the first. The only. She was his. His alone.

It was an insane thought for a man who didn’t believe in lasting relationships. Who didn’t believe in soul mates or finding that one person who completed you. It was all bullshit, perpetuated by those silly books she read and by greeting card companies who wanted to frighten men to death on Valentine’s Day. Buy this shit for your sweetheart or else!

And yet there was something supremely special about knowing this woman trusted him enough to share her body with him. That he’d been the first one to show her what sex could be like.

She went limp beneath him and he stood to unbuckle his belt and drop his jeans. But he hesitated as he gazed down at her, her skin flushed a pale pink, her eyes heavy, her lips begging for his kiss.

His dick jutted out from his body, hard and ready. Ella pushed up on her elbows, her eyes widening with some effort. Then she sat up until her face was at a level with his dick, and his heart squeezed tight.

“I want to do to you what you did to me,” she said, and his every dream came true.

“Ella,” he breathed. And then, “No, you don’t have to.”

She scooted up and wrapped a hand around him as his entire body stiffened. “I want to. Teach me, Cash. Teach me how to make it good for you.”
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He stood above her, his muscles tight and quivering. Ella squeezed him, her heart hammering. His cock was soft and hot and hard all at once. She didn’t wait for him to answer her before she stuck her tongue out and licked around the tip of him.

He groaned, and triumph shot through her. She licked again. He tasted salty at first, but that quickly went away. His hand came up to the back of her head as she opened her mouth and took the tip of him inside.

She’d never done this, but she’d watched the video. She knew what was supposed to happen. She just didn’t know how it felt to do it.

Except that now she did, because she opened her mouth wider and took Cash in. He groaned again, his other hand coming up to grasp her hair. He had both hands on either side of her head as he began to slowly move, pushing his way into her mouth and then pulling out again.

It was the most natural thing to put her hands on his hips, to circle them around to his ass and grip him as he pumped in and out of her mouth.

“Ella,” he said on a low moan at one point. “Jesus fuck, what the hell are you doing to me?”

She couldn’t answer. How could she? Her mouth was full of him.

And her pussy ached with need for him. She dropped a hand to her center, circled her clit with quick fingers as Cash fucked her mouth. His movements grew a little faster, a little harder. Her jaw ached, but she didn’t want him to stop. She cupped his balls, kneaded them.

Suddenly he jerked away from her, cussing. A jet of hot semen shot onto her breasts. Cash kept pumping his cock with his fist, spending himself on her skin. She reached up to touch the thick, warm liquid, dragged a finger through it, traced it around her nipple.

Cash was staring at her, his chest rising and falling as if he’d run a couple of miles before engaging in sex. His hot gaze followed her finger as it rounded first one nipple and then the other.

“How in the hell—?” He swallowed. “I don’t know whether to hate your aunt or thank her for showing you porn.”

Ella leaned back on the bed and grinned. “You should thank her. It’s probably the one thing she did right.”

Because she wasn’t afraid of sex. Not really. She’d been worried about how much it would hurt the first time, but really that hadn’t been so bad. And now? Now she wanted to try everything with this man. She craved him like a drug. She didn’t fear him.

She wanted everything he could give her—and more. Ella pushed that last thought aside. She didn’t want to think of the more, or what it meant. She couldn’t. Because that way lay heartbreak. Cash didn’t feel the same and never would. He’d told her so more than once.

“I wanted to be inside you,” he growled. “But you fucking ruined that.”

Ella blinked. “Did I? Is it ruined? I thought you enjoyed it.”

“I enjoyed it, Princess. I wanted to enjoy it longer.” He scraped a hand through his hair. “The last time I came that fast, I was probably sixteen.”

She looked down at his cock. It was still erect. “Can’t you go again?”

“Soon, baby.” He went into the adjoining bathroom and came back with a towel that he used to wipe the semen off her chest. Then he dropped it and sank down on top of her, thrusting his tongue into her mouth and taking her that way for long moments.

Ella sighed into his mouth. She loved the feel of his body on hers, the simple act of kissing him. How much her life had changed over the past few days. How much she wanted it to continue with him as a part of it.

“Damn, you are hot,” he said after they’d been kissing for a while. “So fucking hot.”

“You’re kinda hot too, Cash.”

“You sure you’re up to this?”

She still ached from the first time, but there was no way she was saying no to this man. Not when her body burned so hot it hurt. She nodded.

He rolled over and took her with him until she was on top. “You control it this time,” he told her. “Do what feels good.”

He reached for the bedside table. He’d laid a condom there when he’d returned from the bathroom. He handed it to her, and she tore it open as she lifted herself to sit upright, straddling him. It wasn’t hard to roll on, and when she was finished she climbed up and sank slowly down. Her body stretched, sore tissues burning with the intrusion.

As if he sensed her discomfort, he slipped his fingers between them and began to stroke her clit in slow, teasing circles. Her body relaxed as sparks zipped along her nerve endings, sharpening the pleasurable sensations and dulling the painful ones.

Cash slid his other hand around and teased her back entrance, and the sparks zipping through her turned into comets. She moved faster, rising and falling, her heart beating harder, her breath catching in her throat as the pleasure grew nearly unbearable.

“Cash,” she cried out as the world exploded into a million stars.

“Yeah, Ella. Like that. Honey, you are so beautiful when you come. You make me ache with need.”

“I love—” Ella swallowed, her belly clenching with the weight of what she’d nearly said to him. The words that would have changed everything. Her, him, the way they were together. “I love the way you make me feel,” she choked out. “The things we do together.”

“I love it too,” he said, his voice husky. And then he rolled her beneath him and began to move, seeking his own climax. When it hit him, when his body stiffened and his hips jerked, Ella buried her face against his neck and bit his salty skin as first one tear and then another slid down her cheeks.

She’d been trying to avoid disaster when she’d escaped her wedding to Sheikh Fahd. Instead, she’d run headlong into it. Her heart was never going to be the same.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




The days passed much quicker than Cash thought they would. He’d expected the time spent away from work and civilization would probably be boring, but it turned out to be anything but. He taught Ella to shoot a pistol, and she took to it like a fish to water, handling the Glock with skill and confidence. After a few days’ practice, she could make a nice cluster in the center of a target.

But it was the other thing that happened between them that made the days fun. Namely, he and Ella couldn’t keep their hands off each other. Oh, they did a good job of it while his teammates were around, but the second they had opportunity, they disappeared into her bedroom to fuck like rabbits.

He took her up against the wall, in the shower, on her hands and knees, in front of the mirrored dresser where he could watch every shudder of pleasure rippling over her creamy, smooth skin. He made her come innumerable times, biting her fist, biting the pillow, biting him while she muffled her cries.

He fucked her hard and soft, fast and slow, over and over. There wasn’t anything about Ella’s pleasure he didn’t know by now. He’d tasted her, savored her, teased her into oblivion. He’d come hard and often inside her body, always cloaked since she wasn’t on any birth control, but he longed to fuck her with nothing between them. To really feel her silken heat gloving him as he stroked into her tight, wet pussy.

That was a fantasy that would have to wait. If it ever happened. Because this thing between them had to end. It had been over a week since he’d taken her virginity, and though he wasn’t exactly tired of fucking her, he would be before this was over. He knew he would because it was coded into his DNA. Cash McQuaid did not stick with the same woman for more than a few rounds. He was like his dad in that respect. A serial womanizer who engaged in shallow relationships at best while looking for the next hot body to give him a new fix—though his dad had succumbed to marriage twice for some reason.

Maybe that’s why Cash’s stepmother had hated him. He’d been his father’s mini-me, the same good looks, the same swagger. Maybe looking at him reminded her too much of what his father got up to when he was by himself. The nights he came home late, stinking of beer and whiskey and, no doubt, a hint of feminine perfume.

Then again, his father had met her in a bar, so she’d known exactly what she was getting when she married Dan McQuaid. Her problem, not Cash’s. Even if he hadn’t known why she hated him when he was a kid.

The first light of dawn crept across the floor of Ella’s bedroom. Cash spent all his nights in here with her. His teammates knew. Of course they did. Nobody said anything, but they weren’t stupid. The first time someone had given him a sly look and a wink, he’d returned it with a stony face that said don’t go there or I’ll clean your clock.

He didn’t want them thinking those thoughts about Ella. She was sweet in her sexuality, pure. She didn’t have any inhibitions, but she’d also never encountered anyone who tried to make her feel dirty for liking or engaging in sex.

Holy hell, he loved that she loved sex. He loved bending her over and sliding into her from behind, watching his cock sink into her and knowing that he was the only one who’d ever done that to her. All the begging and pleading she did with him to make her come was for him alone. She’d never asked anyone else to do those things to her. It was a huge turn-on.

Yeah, it surely was, because he was growing hard again. She lay beside him, naked, on her belly with one leg bent and the other straight. So pretty. It wouldn’t take much to wake her. He could slip inside her, stroke her into an orgasm, and give them both a hell of wake-up call.

Except his phone buzzed on the dresser, ruining the fantasy. He fumbled for it, finally grabbing it, and read the text. It was from Camel.




Wakey wakey, sleepyhead. Blade says orders from HQ.




Shit. Cash sat up and slipped from the bed. He grabbed his jeans and dragged them on, then shuffled to the door and opened it quietly. He closed it behind him and walked down the hall, jaw cracking in a yawn as he entered the kitchen.

His teammate looked at him. There was no smirk, but there was a frown.

“You know, if you’d actually do some sleeping instead of—”

“Watch it,” Cash interrupted, knowing what word was likely coming next. “That’s my wife you’re talking about.”

Camel rolled his eyes. “Pretend wife, amigo. Even if you’re really married to her, it’s not real and you aren’t in love. You are in lust though. That much is obvious.”

A peal of anger rolled through him like thunder. “It’s not like that.”

“Really? You planning to stay married then? Start a family? Because you sure are spending enough time practicing on your wedded bliss.”

“Camel, for fuck’s sake,” Cash growled.

Blade walked in from the opposite direction and poured a cup of coffee. “You two fighting again? Maybe y’all should get married instead of Money and Ella. They allow that kind of thing in the military now.”

Camel frowned.

Cash growled some more. “Yeah, that’d be great if I liked sucking dick,” Cash said. “Not my thing. Though maybe it’s Camel’s.”

“Don’t know,” Camel said coolly. “Never tried it.”

“Jesus, can you two stop? You’re giving me a fucking headache.”

Cash didn’t know why, but he suddenly found that funny. “Just when Camel was about to offer to suck your dick.”

“Nope,” Camel said. “Not happening. Though I’d let either one of you suck mine under the right circumstances. Namely, the end of civilization as we know it and the death of every last woman alive.”

“So what are the orders?” Cash asked.

Blade sipped his coffee. “Colonel says we’re to return to HQ. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

“Maybe you’re off the hook,” Camel said. “Maybe there’ll be divorce papers waiting for you. Sign ’em and you’re free.”

Cash frowned. Divorce papers. He should want those pretty badly, but all he could think about was Ella lying in bed in the next room, her body naked beneath the sheets. If he went to her now, she’d be warm and wet and perfect. And he’d be lost.

“Yeah, maybe so,” he said, his mind half on Ella and half here.

Blade snorted. “Yeah, I don’t think you want a divorce.”

Cash frowned. Of course he wanted a divorce. Because what would it mean if he didn’t? “Can’t happen soon enough. I don’t want or need a wife.”

Camel cleared his throat. Cash frowned harder.

“What? You think just because I spend a lot of time alone with Ella, it means something? It doesn’t, asshole. It’s nothing more than what it looks like, okay? Soon as this is over, we’re going our separate ways—and you and I can double-date with those babes you were talking about last week.”

Camel was making faces at him. Significant faces. Cash closed his eyes as the truth began to dawn on him. Shit.

He knew who he’d see when he turned around. He didn’t know what she would look like. Devastated? Angry? Embarrassed?

He pulled in a breath and turned. A rock sat in his belly at the sight of her. Beautiful, sensual Ella. She didn’t look pissed or embarrassed. She looked haughty. Regal.

Of course she did.

“What’s for breakfast?” she asked coolly.

Camel nearly tripped over himself heading for the pantry and swinging it open. “Cereal? Bagels? Or would you like some eggs and bacon?”

Ella glided over to the island, her face showing no emotion whatsoever. Except for the tightness at the corners of her mouth, he wouldn’t have known she was affected by anything he’d said.

“Ella,” he began.

She held up an elegant hand, silencing him. Such a princess, his girl. His girl?

“No explanations, Cash. We both know what this is. And we’ll both be happy when it’s over and our lives begin again.” To Camel she said, “Cereal is fine. Thank you.”

Camel brought out every box they had, as if they hadn’t all been here a week and didn’t know what was in the pantry. Ella selected one. Blade got a bowl, milk, and a spoon and set it in front of her.

She didn’t move, and they rushed to pour everything for her. Cash watched in amazement. His heart throbbed. He wanted to grip her chin and press his mouth to hers. Then he wanted to take her back to the bedroom and claim her in the most primitive way he knew how.

That wasn’t going to be possible anytime soon. Hell, it might never be possible again if there were divorce papers waiting at HQ. He’d have to sign them. She’d sign them. They’d go their separate ways.

Everything inside him rebelled against the idea. She was his.

His teammates were watching him. His emotions were in turmoil. If he stood there much longer, he’d do something desperate. Like get down on his knees and beg her forgiveness—and to hell with his teammates and the incessant ribbing he’d endure for it.

Cash grabbed a cup, poured some coffee, and walked outside where the early morning air could clear his head.
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“I’m sorry,” Cash said.

Ella didn’t look at him. Her heart pounded but she didn’t look. She wanted to, but if she did she’d melt. Because her heart had fallen for this man, and she didn’t know how to make it stop.

She loved him—desperate, lonely fool that she was—and he couldn’t wait to be rid of her. To eject her from his life.

You’ve always known he didn’t want to be married.

Yes, she’d known. But she’d begun to hope. The way he touched her, the way they were together—yes, it had made her hope. But what did she know about sex other than what he’d taught her? For all she knew, it was this way with everyone when you were attracted to them. Still, deep down, she’d felt as if what they had was something special.

Clearly she’d been wrong.

Ella closed her eyes as the hopes she’d cherished struggled frantically against the chains she’d bound them in. Because she couldn’t set them free again. It would only hurt more than it already did. He’d told her what the score was when they’d embarked on this journey. He’d tried to keep her at a distance so she wouldn’t get hurt, but she’d insisted on getting closer.

Her fault. All her fault.

“It doesn’t matter,” she replied. “You only told them the truth.”

They were standing in the bedroom where she’d gone to get her things. He’d followed her. Just like that first day when they’d arrived here. She’d wanted him so badly. She’d been reading a romance novel. A sexy one that made her ache inside, especially when she thought of Cash doing all the things to her that the hero did to the heroine.

Cash had followed her into this bedroom and made every fantasy she had come true. She was definitely not a virgin anymore—nor was she naïve or inexperienced. Cash had showed her everything, given her everything.

Ella shook herself. Today was different. Today they were leaving. Returning to the building where she’d met Victoria and held a gun for the first time. She had no idea what was going to happen today, but she had to be prepared for anything.

Even divorce papers and a goodbye. Because Cash wouldn’t mind those things at all. He’d said so just half an hour ago.

He blew out a breath. “It’s none of their business, okay? I reacted because they wouldn’t leave me alone about being married to you.”

Ella managed to lift her head and meet his gaze. His green eyes were troubled. She could almost feel sorry for him if she weren’t so angry and hurt by what he’d said.

“You did what you had to do.”

He gripped her arms. “I like you, Ella. A lot. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I know that. You’ve been nothing but helpful. You saved me, Cash. I’ll never forget that.”

“You’re talking like this is goodbye.”

“Isn’t that what you want?”

He exploded. “No. It’s not what I want.”

“But you want a divorce.”

He let her go and stepped away. “It’s not a real marriage. It’s not like we dated for months and decided to get hitched. We don’t even know each other. Not really.”

“You know everything about me there is to know. I’ve left nothing out.”

“It’s not enough. Right now this thing between us is about sex. It’s new and exciting. But that’s not enough to base a marriage on. We aren’t married for real. We’re pretending to be married because it’s what had to be done.”

She was trying to understand him. “So it’s fine to keep having sex? But not to be married?”

He frowned. “You’re twisting this.”

“You’re fine with a divorce, but you don’t want the sex to be over. That’s what you said. You specifically do not want to say goodbye yet. Surely that’s not for my sparkling conversation alone.”

He blinked. “I never said I didn’t like talking to you.”

“We don’t talk, Cash. Not much anyway.”

His brows drew down. “We talk about the things that matter.”

“Do we?”

There was a knock on the door before he could reply. 

“Time to hit the road,” Camel called out.

“Yeah, yeah,” Cash said.

Ella started for the door, but he caught her by the arm and swung her around. Then he took a step into her and kissed her hard. Ella’s anger started to melt whether she wanted it to or not. She tried to resist, but her body had other ideas. Ideas that would have seen them naked and entwined if there were time.

Cash broke the kiss and stared down at her with flashing eyes. “We aren’t finished, Ella. I promise you that.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




He was losing his fucking mind. Cash had never felt this way before. Hell, he didn’t know what this way even was, but he wanted to destroy anyone who got between him and Ella. Not because she was his wife or anything. It was just that she was so innocent and sweet and he didn’t want her hurt.

He wanted to protect her. Help her transition to her new life. And he damned sure didn’t want to be the one who hurt her.

He had though. He knew he had, and it bothered him. He’d tried to apologize, but in true Ella fashion, she’d gotten all stoic and unemotional on him. Accepting of her fate even when she was scared inside. He knew she was scared because he knew her. Because, damn her, they had talked over the past week. About a lot of things.

He hated how she shut down and pretended not to care, but that too was Ella.

Ella, the girl who’d lived for fourteen years with no emotional support besides books and movies. The girl who’d learned to have sex from pornography but wanted the kind of love she read about in romance novels.

Jesus.

He couldn’t give her that love, but he could be more careful with her. He could avoid talking about double dates with Camel and how he couldn’t wait for a divorce.

His gut twisted at the thought of the word. Divorce.

Yeah, he wanted it. Of course he did. But he didn’t need to keep repeating it in front of Ella for God’s sake. She had enough to deal with.

He went out and got into the SUV, joining his teammates and Ella. They rode the hour back to HOT HQ without much conversation. Mostly they listened to satellite radio. Ella grooved to Taylor Swift, Ariana Grande, Gina Domenico, Demi Lovato, and Bruno Mars. She knew all the words.

They made it back to headquarters just as the workday was getting started. Colonel Mendez met them in a conference room that was not in the secure area of the facility. Ghost walked in behind him, his expression unreadable.

Ella was sitting in a chair, hands folded over her belly, her expression serene. Cash would bet she was anything but serene. She’d learned to hide her emotions over the years so she didn’t rouse the ire of her aunt and uncle. She was using that skill now, he was certain.

Mendez introduced himself to her. She stood and put her hand in his.

Holy shit, was she stammering? Fuck. Mendez had that effect on women even though he was probably old enough to be Ella’s dad. Bastard was good-looking and confident as hell though. Not to mention he was a certifiable badass. After that shit in Russia not too long ago, the man was practically a celebrity in Special Ops circles.

Ghost was quieter but no less interesting. Cash didn’t know his story yet. Nobody really did, come to think of it.

“I imagine you’re ready to get on with your life,” Mendez said to Ella after the introductions were made.

“I would like that, yes. I’m grateful for all you’ve done to make it possible,” she said. “For all Cash has done.”

“It’s what we do, Ella.” She had, predictably, told everyone to call her Ella rather than by her royal title. “But we aren’t quite done yet. We’ve been doing our research—and it seems you’re the owner of the Virginia estate that your aunt and uncle live on. Not only that, but the entire Rossi fortune belongs to you as well. They’ve been living off allowances from your funds, not the other way around.”

Ella looked stunned. She put a hand to her throat. Cash wanted to go to her, but she didn’t once look at him. “I… Wow.”

“I’ve been talking to Jack Hunter this morning. Gina’s attorneys are ready to help you sort everything out if you wish to use their firm. You can sell the estate or live on it. It’s up to you. But there’s no doubt it all belongs to you. Your aunt and uncle no longer have access to any of the accounts as of late yesterday.”

“I’m not sure…”

“It’s a lot to decide. You don’t have to figure it out yet.” Mendez glanced at Cash. “There’s also the matter of your marriage to my operator. You can divorce, though I’d recommend staying married a while longer. At least until the media attention dies down in a month or two.”

Cash’s gut roiled. He had no say in this—but he wanted one. Still, he kept his mouth shut and waited to see what she would say.

“I… am I free to go?” Ella asked.

“If that’s what you want. Jack can send a private security detail for you. If you and Cash want to work something out where you stay with him for a few days, that’s an option too.”

She didn’t even look at him. “No, that’s all right. I’ll hire Jack’s people. And I’ll get a hotel room.” She looked confused for a moment. “I can do that, right?”

“You can. It’s your money, Ella. It’s always been yours.”

She frowned. “I wish I’d known that a long time ago.”

“It’s not your fault you didn’t. My guys will stay with you until you have your security in place. I’ll have my secretary book a hotel room for you. You can meet with attorneys and security personnel there. When you’re satisfied, you can dismiss my operators. You and Cash can arrange for the divorce paperwork at your convenience.”

“Thank you. I’m so grateful for your help.” She turned her gaze on Cash finally, but it skittered away and danced over to Blade and Camel. “All of you. I owe you so much.”

“You don’t owe us anything,” Camel said before Cash could find any words. “This is what we do.”

Her gaze slid to him again for the briefest of moments. He got the distinct impression she was dismissing him from her life when her gaze moved away.

“I will never forget you,” she said softly. “Never.”

Something boiled up inside him. “Colonel,” he interjected, his voice sounding strained. “How can we be sure Ella is safe? What about Fahd?”

Mendez fixed him with that dark, piercing stare. “This isn’t a military operation, son. We’ve done everything we can, and Ella now has the ability to hire her own security. She won’t be unprotected. As for Fahd, he’s still in Qu’rim—and he’s arranged to marry another princess.”

There was nothing Cash could say to that. Fahd was an opportunist, and he’d clearly pounced on another opportunity when this one hadn’t worked out. He’d never been interested in Ella so much as he’d been interested in what he perceived he could gain from her status as a queen in exile. If he’d found someone else to exploit, then all the better for Ella.

Mendez turned back to Ella and took her hand again. “It’s been a pleasure, Ella. Should you need anything from us in the future, you can contact us through Jack. He can always get in touch with us.”

“Thank you. I hope I won’t need anything, but it’s nice to know.”

Mendez and Ghost left the room. Cash frowned hard at Camel and Blade. Finally Camel rolled his eyes.

“Hey man, let’s go get some coffee. I didn’t have nearly enough this morning.”

“You drank four cups,” Blade said, clearly not taking the hint.

“Yeah, well, I need more. My eyes aren’t twitching yet.”

“Get out,” Cash said. “Now.”

Blade’s eyebrows rose. Then he snorted. Cash didn’t much care.

“Yeah, fine, I get it. So, coffee then. Let’s roll.”

They both walked out, and Cash was left alone with Ella. He didn’t move. She didn’t either. She’d sat back down and she lifted her head to meet his gaze head-on. But she made no movements toward him.

Damn her.

“I don’t want to end like this,” he finally said when the silence stretched too long.

Ella laughed and shook her head. “Cash, you’ve wanted nothing but an end since you first picked me up. What’s changed besides the obvious?”

He blinked. “The obvious? What are you talking about?”

She folded her arms over her chest. Glared. “Money.”

“That’s my name. So what?” He wasn’t used to her calling him by his team name, but whatever.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m talking about my money. It seems I have some now.”

He frowned at her. Hard. Anger flared. “You think I’m interested in your money?” He was indignant. “Princess, I went to bat for you when you had nothing but the clothes on your back. I’ve jumped through hoops for you, married you when you were poor, protected you—until five minutes ago, you had absolutely nothing.” He held up both hands, the anger spiraling hard within him. “You know what? Fuck it. I don’t give a shit. You want nothing to do with me now, fine. But money has nothing to do with what’s happened between us. Nothing at all.”

Ella shot to her feet, her face red with the sudden emotion she couldn’t contain. “Then what does, Cash? What’s it about? Do you care about me? Want to be with me? Because I care about you, you dumb ass. You told me I wouldn’t be able to keep my feelings separate from the sex, and you were right! I care. I’m head over heels in caring about you. I don’t want to lose you or this thing we have, but I don’t want to go on either.” She pressed a balled-up fist to her chest. “I don’t want to keep going knowing I’m the only one whose heart is on the line. The only one who feels more than desire. I want more from you, Cash.”

He was stunned into silence. Simply stunned. What she was saying… God, it terrified him. Because it wasn’t real. It was just hormones and emotions and some really, really hot sex talking.

She closed the distance between them. Put her hand on his chest. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears as she gazed up at him. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on.

“I want this, Cash,” she whispered. “I want your heart. If you can’t give that to me, then maybe it’s best if we do say goodbye.”
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She hadn’t intended to say any of those things to him. But he’d gotten so mad when she’d mentioned the money—and yes, she’d known she shouldn’t do that; she’d known it wasn’t about money at all—that she’d lost whatever control she’d been holding on to.

She hadn’t wanted him to know she cared. Hadn’t wanted him to know he’d been right and she’d been a silly virgin all along, falling for the first man to have sex with her.

But he did know because she’d lost control of her tongue.

She stood with her hand pressed to his heart for what seemed forever but was in reality only moments. That organ beat strong and hard—maybe a little more quickly than usual—beneath her palm.

Something flickered in his gaze and hope flared for the briefest of moments. But then it died when his gaze shuttered and all emotion went dormant. Cash was good at shutting down. Good at keeping his distance.

Except for the moments when he’d been buried inside her, whispering hot words in her ear while he came. Then he’d been open and raw. But he always put distance between them after. 

“I don’t know if I can,” he said, his voice on edge.

She dropped her palm away, balled it into a fist at her side as if to keep his warmth and the essence of his heartbeat with her always.

“Then I can’t go on this way,” she said sadly. “I’m like an infant in some ways, you know. I have to learn how to live on my own, to forge relationships with others, to pay bills and build the life I was never allowed to have. I would do that beside you, with you—but you don’t seem to want that. You want me in your bed, but not in your heart. It’s not enough for me, Cash.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. So cool. So unaffected. “I don’t know how to do that, Ella. I—” He swore. “I had a shit childhood. I don’t know what love is. I’ve never had it, so I don’t know how to give it.”

Ella arched an eyebrow. “I had a shit childhood too—at least after my parents died. Love is what makes you so happy inside that you could burst. Love is wanting the best for someone else, even if the best for them isn’t necessarily the best for you. Just because it makes them happy.”

“I want you to be happy.”

“I would be happy with you.”

He blew out a breath and moved away from her. Her heart crumbled as he did so. Because she’d lost him in that moment.

“You only think you would, Ella. You have no idea what my life is like. You’re a princess, and now you can have the lifestyle to go with it. I’m a SEAL. I live my life on the edge. I leave for weeks at a time, often with little notice, and there’s always a chance I won’t come back again. That’s not a life you want.”

Ella frowned. “I think I get to be the judge of what kind of life I want.”

“Yeah, you do. But you need to try this other life before you make that kind of call. You’re still young. Sheltered. You have to experience more than just a forced marriage with me.”

Her heart throbbed. “So you want me to date other men? Sleep with other men?”

He stiffened. Growled. Subsided. “That’s up to you.”

Ella wanted to scream. Just moments ago he’d said he didn’t want it to end like this, and now he was shoving her away like she’d just revealed she had the most deadly, contagious virus ever discovered.

She started to tremble. It was anger, not fear.

“You have no guts, Cash McQuaid. You’re a coward—oh, not in the big stuff,” she said as he spun on her, eyes flashing. “You’ll face down a hundred armed men with your bare hands, but you won’t once risk letting down the guard around your heart. Even if it means you get hurt, even if nothing turns out the way you expect it to and you have to pick up the pieces later, you have to take risks—otherwise, what the hell are you doing with your life?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




What the hell was he doing with his life?

Cash had been asking himself that question for the past five days. After that explosive confrontation with Ella, things had happened fast. Blade and Camel had returned to the room. The colonel’s secretary had arrived with information about the hotel she’d booked—the Ritz, of course. Nothing but the finest for a princess.

He and his teammates had taken Ella to the hotel and gotten her settled. That was the point at which things spiraled out of his control. He’d been angry, but he’d thought they would still have a chance to talk once they’d both cooled down. Maybe he’d banked on her fondness for him to make it happen. Or maybe he thought they’d be left alone at some point and he’d have his chance.

He’d been sadly mistaken. As soon as they arrived at the hotel, the calls and parade of people started. Lawyers, hairstylists, personal shoppers, real estate agents, bankers, and finally, a new security team.

Cash hadn’t wanted to leave her there with Hawk’s people, especially since these were different people than the ones who’d been with them in Vegas, but he’d had no choice. Once Hawk’s team signed on, the SEALs were done. They had jobs to do and missions to prepare for back at HQ.

So he’d been coming in early for the past five days, spending time on the gun range blowing up targets—and blowing off aggression—while watching the news for glimpses of Ella.

He’d been rewarded a few times. There was footage of him and Ella in Las Vegas, but no mention of the state of their marriage. When Ella was asked where he was, she said he was busy working. Mendez had said they should stay married for another month or two, but for all Cash knew, a set of divorce papers could arrive any day.

Ella’s aunt and uncle were out on bond after being charged with fraud. They’d been forced to vacate the Virginia mansion where they’d been living for the past twenty years, along with Ella’s cousins. Apparently her father had owned the estate as well as the Rossi fortune, and it had only ever been in trust to her aunt and uncle while they raised her. She’d been due to inherit everything on her twenty-first birthday, which had come and gone while her aunt and uncle kept racking up the debt and forging documents in Ella’s name.

Sheikh Fahd stayed in the Middle East, doing deals for oil and secretly—or not so secretly—supporting the Freedom Force in their bid to overthrow the king.

Cash was happy for Ella. He was also somewhat jealous of the man who always appeared with her. He was a security guard, but a handsome one who always seemed to have a hand on her elbow or against her back, guiding her. Former military, because Cash recognized the posture and mannerisms. Maybe he’d already insinuated himself into Ella’s bed.

That was a thought that sent Cash back to the range with more ammunition. When he started pretending the targets wore that guy’s face, he knew it was time to quit for the day.

“Hey, going to Buddy’s?” Camel asked when they bumped into each other in the locker room.

Buddy’s Bar & Grill was a spot where they hung out during their off time, playing pool, eating fried food, and watching sports on the various televisions hung around the place. It wasn’t fancy, but it was good food and cheap entertainment.

He didn’t want to go. He’d have to be social, have to pretend nothing was eating him up inside while he laughed and flirted with the waitresses.

And then, because it pissed him off that he’d even considered saying no when he never would have before, he said, “Yeah, I’m going.”

Cash did his workout, cleaned up, and headed out for Buddy’s. Everyone was there when he walked in. The noise practically knocked him back through the door when he opened it. Laughter and voices swarmed over him in an aural wave that froze him on the spot. He started to turn and go, but Viking waved at him.

Cash walked inside, let the door shut behind him, and headed over to their group, which was gathered around a couple of tables. Alpha Squad was there and Echo as well. The tables were packed with operators and their significant others. Cash surveyed the scene as he strode over.

Viking and Ivy. Cage and Christina. Cowboy and Miranda. Richie Rich and Evie. Knight Rider and Georgie. Billy the Kid and Olivia. Kev and Lucky. Hawk and Gina, as incognito as she could possibly be in a bar with a hat hiding all that famous blond hair. Brandy and Victoria. Iceman and Grace. Flash and Emily. Fiddler and Sophie. Double Dee and Annabelle. The only ones missing were Mendez and Kat, but nobody really expected the commander and his lady to hang out with the operators.

Ghost was there too, but over in a corner with a leggy brunette with long, daggerlike nails. The deputy commander liked to drop in from time to time, check things out. At least Ian Black wasn’t there, though Cash wouldn’t put it past him to show up. Not that anybody really liked Black.

Especially not Cash, since one of the times he’d been on an operation with Black, he’d taken a shot in the arm when a group of tribal nomads tried to kill them all in the desert. That was when they’d rescued Christina and a group of civilians who’d gotten caught in Qu’rim when the rebels took the capital city of Baq.

“Hey, Cash Money,” Camel said, ambling over from the pool table, cue stick still in his hand. Blade was still playing pool with their other teammates, Ryan “Dirty Harry” Callahan and Zack “Neo” Anderson.

“Hey, man.”

Camel had a beer in his other hand. “Remember those girls I told you about?”

Cash frowned. “Not really, no.”

Camel tipped his head to the bar where two busty blondes with short skirts sat drinking fruity drinks.

“Not interested, Camel. Get one of the other guys to join you. Or, hell, take them both home and have a great time.”

Camel shook his head. “Dude, you still pining after your princess?”

Cash’s gut boiled. “Nope, not pining at all. Just not interested.”

Camel closed the distance between them until they were inches apart. Cash didn’t move.

“Know what I think?” Camel asked.

“Nope. Don’t care either.”

“Man, you’re an idiot, you know that? Ella is amazing, and you’re the lucky jackass who got to pluck her off that road and marry her. You spent a whole week using every excuse in the book to be alone with her—I know you weren’t playing checkers in that bedroom—and now you aren’t interested in hot, easy, no-strings sex when it’s staring you in the face? Yeah, you’re hung up over your princess. Wishing you could take her to bed and do every dirty thing you can think of with her instead of one of those ladies at the bar.”

“Camel,” he growled, considering punching the dude in the nose and to hell with it. “Get out of my face with that shit. And don’t talk about Ella like that.”

“Like what, jerk-off? I got nothing but mad respect for that gorgeous babe. You’re the one with the dirty mind where she’s concerned.”

“She’s still my wife. I’m allowed.”

Camel snorted. “You’re in over your head, Money. I don’t know what the hell you did, but you need to pull your head out of your ass and get to her hotel room before one of Hawk’s dudes romances her out from under you.”

Cash blinked. And blinked. His heart twisted in his chest. His belly churned. He thought of Ella beneath him, her eyes closed in blissful enjoyment, her lower lip caught between her teeth before she stiffened and let out a short, sharp cry of pleasure. Her breasts jiggled, her pussy gripped him hard as her orgasm rolled over her, and he couldn’t get enough of her reaction.

He’d made it last on purpose. Teased and tormented her into just one more second of bliss. He’d thought, when his dick was inside her body and his tongue in her mouth, that there was nowhere else he’d rather be in this world.

He missed that feeling. Wanted it back again. Hell, he didn’t know if it was love—didn’t think it was, actually—but he was willing to find out. Or maybe he didn’t know shit and this was love. He still didn’t trust that the rug wouldn’t be yanked out from under him. He didn’t trust because he’d learned not to as a kid. His mother leaving. His stepmother ignoring him unless she wanted to prove to his dad that she cared before ignoring him again. People who were supposed to care couldn’t be trusted. They had agendas, and not one of those agendas was in his best interest.

But Ella. Jesus, sweet Ella. She had no reason whatsoever to need him now. To want him. She was a princess with money of her own. She didn’t need a Navy SEAL. She needed some dude who could treat her right.

You can treat her right, Cash. Wealth or lack of it has nothing to do with this.

He glanced at Hawk and Gina. They were happy. Their hands were always entwined, or their arms were around each other. They touched and kissed. And Gina had more money than God. Didn’t seem to bother Hawk.

“Hey, man—you okay?” Camel asked.

Cash shook his head and focused on his teammate. Clarity was a blinding thing when it finally struck—and it had thanks to this dumb jerk. Cash grinned. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I could totally kiss you right now.”

Camel backed up a couple of steps. “Dude, you’ve lost your mind.”

“No, I think I’ve found it.” He settled for wrapping a shocked Camel in a quick bear hug. And then, because Cash loved a good joke as well as anyone, he planted a kiss on Camel’s cheek.

“Aw, fucking hell,” Camel said. “You just cost me a hot night with those two ladies.”

“Nah, I doubt it. They might even think you’re hotter now.”

Cash strode over to where Alpha Squad sat. Hawk looked up at him with interest. Gina stood and gave him a hug.

“Honey,” she said softly. “How are you?”

“Fine, thanks.”

“But not with Ella.” She sighed. “I had such hopes.”

Cash shook his head. “You always have hopes. You’d pair off everyone in this bar if you could.”

Gina flashed her megawatt smile. “I’d like to try.”

“How’s it going, Money?” Hawk asked.

“I need to see Ella. Can you get your guys to let me in? But don’t tell her I’m on my way,” he added.

Hawk took out his phone. “Sure. I’ll let them know you’re coming.”

“Thanks.”

Cash took his keys from his pocket and flipped them around his finger while waiting for Hawk to give him the all clear. A few seconds later, it came.

“Good luck,” Hawk said. Gina smiled a knowing smile and Cash gave her a salute.

“You’re diabolical,” he told her. “But smart.”

Gina laughed. “Go get your girl, Cash. You can thank me later.”

Cash headed out to the parking lot and climbed into his Mustang with the bullet hole he hadn’t gotten fixed yet. He needed to, but it was like erasing Ella somehow. He took a deep breath. He had no idea what he was going to say to her when he got there, or if she’d even listen.

Still, it was a twenty-minute ride. He’d think of something. He had to.
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It had been a long day. Ella kicked her shoes off and walked into the exquisite master bath of her hotel suite. When she got there, she frowned at her reflection. Her eyes were sad, her expression dark and unhappy.

Why?

She’d gotten more than she’d hoped for when she’d run from her wedding day. She’d just wanted her freedom. She’d gotten so much more—and with it came restrictions of a different kind.

She was sought after by reporters, bankers, lawyers, companies wanting sponsorship deals. She had to deal with the tangled mess of the Rossi estate while also trying to discern if the people advising her were giving the best advice. Since they’d come with a recommendation from Gina, she thought they were.

Yet after so many years of being uninvolved, it was her responsibility to make sure she understood everything her lawyers wanted.

First there was the Virginia estate to deal with. She thought of keeping it but ultimately decided it had to go. She’d never been happy there. Why prolong her memories by tossing out her aunt and uncle and cousins and moving back in? She hated the place and all it represented, so it was going on the market.

Then there was the purchase of a new home. She didn’t want a mansion. She wanted something much smaller, more easily managed. She’d been to Gina and Hawk’s home on the Eastern Shore. She liked it. It was a big house, but not a huge house. Built in the style of a historic home—or renovated, she wasn’t sure which—it was classic and elegant. A real home instead of a showy place meant to impress guests.

That’s what she wanted, so she set her lawyers and her real estate agent to the task of finding such a place—or finding property where she could build. A view was imperative. Security was imperative.

There was the money to deal with as well. Her aunt and uncle had run down the family fortunes quite a bit, but only so far as they could get their hands on it. There were vast sums they’d been unable to touch. She didn’t know how they’d intended to obtain them, though she thought it might have had something to do with her marriage. Perhaps they’d agreed to split the money with Sheikh Fahd.

She’d come into her fortune at the age of twenty-one, but there were other sums in trust that she could not reach until she was twenty-five. Perhaps her parents had known what kind of people her aunt and uncle were after all.

Whatever the case, Ella now had more money than she could ever spend. She was rich—and she was still alone. Her parents were never coming back. Her aunt and uncle and cousins despised her.

And Cash… Oh God, Cash. The man she loved with all her being, even though she’d been telling herself for a week now that it wasn’t real. That she’d been silly and virginal and that he was right after all. She needed more experience. More time. She should totally be fucking the hot bodyguard that Hawk had provided her—

But she couldn’t. She wanted Cash, not Ben. Ben was indeed hot—but he wasn’t Cash. Wasn’t the man who’d been so sweet and tender with her, who’d taken her virginity and still made the experience pleasurable.

Oh God, she missed him.

Ella pinched her cheeks to stop the tears and dragged in a few deep breaths. She would get over this. She would.

She changed into a pair of silk pajama pants and a silky tank, then tied a robe over her sleepwear. She slipped on a pair of fuzzy mule slippers, feeling decadent in the small heel with the furry pom-pom on top.

Tonight she was reading a book and going to bed early. Tomorrow she’d start again with the estate management.

Ella settled onto the couch. There was a knock on the door of the suite. Her bodyguard was in the living area and would answer it. It was probably room service. She’d ordered a salad and steak—she’d wanted the pasta, but it made her think of Cash so she’d impulsively picked steak. She waited for Ben to let her know her food was here.

There was a pop and a crash and Ella shot to her feet, her heart pounding. A moment later, the door burst open.

It wasn’t Ben at all. A man dressed in hotel livery stalked toward her. Except he held a gun instead of a steak. And it was pointed at her.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Cash took the elevator up to Ella’s floor. His heart had started to pound when he walked into the lobby. This place was for rich people, not people like him. Ella was not only rich, she was also royal. What the hell would she want him in her life for?

Still, he was determined to see this through. If she told him to get out when he stood in front of her again, well, he’d know, wouldn’t he? He’d know he’d been right all along and that her love for him had been a scam.

He more than half expected her to kick him out. Ella was young, inexperienced, and there was no way she’d be satisfied with a man like him for the rest of her life. She only thought she was in love. Probably, in the past five days, she’d realized she’d only been infatuated. She had a new bodyguard now, a guy with all the same basic equipment Cash had—maybe he was warming Ella’s bed and making her body sing every night now.

The thought was an acid bath to Cash’s stomach. He didn’t want anyone else touching Ella. The idea of it made him want to smash something.

He reached her floor and headed down the hallway. Before he got to her door, however, some instinct he’d honed over years as a SEAL ghosted through him. He drew his weapon. A moment later, her hotel door loomed ahead, a slice of light coming through the cracked opening. Cash charged, sweeping the gun around him as he went.

He flattened himself against the wall and waited. What he really wanted was to kick the door open, but he told himself to be calm. To assess the space first. He spent a few seconds peering inside, shifting his angle until he made out a hand. A male hand.

Fuck.

He kicked the door open and burst into the room, sweeping it with the weapon as he moved quickly through the suite.

There was no Ella. Her bodyguard lay on the floor, a room service cart upended beside him. Blood spilled in a puddle around his body.

Cash returned and stooped to check the guy’s pulse. It was there, but thready. He dialed 911 as he ripped the tablecloth from the cart wreckage and went to work trying to stabilize the man on the floor. Once he’d stanched the blood flow, he dialed Hawk.

“Hunter,” the former HOT sniper said.

“Got a situation here,” Cash replied. Then he reported in rapid succession what he’d found and what the status of Hawk’s man was.

“Be right there. Don’t move.”

Cash let his gaze slide over the room, looking for anything he might have missed. Panic clamored on the other side of the walls he’d erected, trying to get through and rattle his calm.

Where was Ella?

Who had her?

Was she still alive?

The paramedics arrived, along with hotel security, and went to work. Security peppered Cash with annoying questions that weren’t going to help find Ella. By the time Hawk arrived, his man was being wheeled out. Hawk burst inside, looking like a thundercloud.

“Where’s Robert?” he asked.

Cash blinked. “Robert?” Hawk couldn’t mean the man on the gurney because he’d seen his face and would have known who it was. “That guy was the only one I found. Are you telling me there was another?”

Hawk nodded. “I had a two-man team on her. Fuck!”

Cash was trying to stay numb. Trying to stay cool. “Think he did this?”

Hawk looked furious. “Maybe. I hope to hell not.” Hawk swore again. “All my guys undergo rigorous background checks.”

About that time, a man rushed through the door, looking a bit wild-eyed as he surveyed the scene. He wore dark jeans and a button-down shirt. There was a holster on his belt with a Glock tucked inside.

“What happened?” he asked.

“You tell me, man,” Hawk said, his jaw clenched. “Where the fuck did you go? Two-man team at all times,” he finished, his voice hard and unforgiving.

“I—” The guy, whom Cash could only assume was Robert, swallowed. “My wife’s cheating on me,” he said. “I got a text that she was headed for a hotel with her lover. I went to get evidence.”

Hawk exploded. “You never fucking leave a mission until it’s over. Jesus Christ, Robert, you know that. You were a Ranger.”

“She threatened to take my kids,” Robert yelled back. “I can’t let that happen.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to follow her around now. You’re fired,” Hawk ground out.

Cash wanted to go medieval on the guy’s ass, but there were more important things to worry about.

“Fuck him,” Cash said to Hawk. “We have to find Ella.”

Hawk nodded, his eyes still flashing with anger. “We’ll start with the security footage. I’ll get my team on it.”

Cash started for the door.

“Where are you going?” Hawk asked.

Cash turned back to him. “HQ. I need to get my team—and prepare for a mission.”
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Ella managed to stay cool—in spite of the man with the gun, in spite of the hood over her head, in spite of the fact she’d seen Ben sprawled on the floor and clutching a gunshot wound.

But the minute she realized she was inside a plane was the minute her cool evaporated. The plane sped down the runway and then lifted into the air. A few minutes later, the hood was yanked from her face. Her hair covered her eyes, but she blew it away until she could see.

Aunt Flavia stood there with a sour look on her haughty face, her arms crossed, anger evident in every tense muscle of her body.

“You little bitch,” she hissed. “How dare you think you can steal from us! After everything we did for you. After we raised you as our own and tried to give you a good life.”

Hot outrage bubbled inside her. “I did not steal anything from you—you stole from me!”

Ella didn’t see her aunt’s hand dart out until it was too late. The slap across her face knocked her head to the side. Her bones rattled and a throbbing began in her left temple. Her hair was in her face again, but this time she didn’t get a chance to blow it away.

Her aunt slapped her from the other side and then grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked hard until Ella saw stars.

“Ungrateful, evil little bitch,” her aunt spat out. “You don’t deserve the Rossi name. You never have. That horrendous mother of yours—” Aunt Flavia gave up trying to speak and made angry noises instead.

“Leave her alone, Flavia,” Uncle Gaetano said. “If you damage the goods, Fahd will be angry.”

Flavia let go and gave Ella’s shoulder a shove. Since she was strapped into her seat, she didn’t fall. If she’d been standing, she probably would have. But that was nothing compared to the horror that filled her at what her uncle had said. At whose name he’d said.

“Sheikh Fahd? He still wants to marry me?”

Aunt Flavia snarled. “No thanks to you, you little slut. Yes, he’ll still take you—though he won’t pay as much as he would have before that stunt you pulled.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s not up to you to understand. It’s up to you to do your duty!”

Anger and outrage still had Ella in their grip. And since her uncle had told her aunt not to hit her again, she didn’t guard her tongue.

“You know you can’t touch the vast majority of the Rossi money. It’s not yours at all. It’s mine.”

Uncle Gaetano threw her a bored look while Aunt Flavia turned redder by the minute.

“You will sign it over,” Uncle Gaetano said. “And you will do so happily.”

“I won’t.”

“Oh, I think you will. If you wish to remain alive, that is. Because upon your death, dear niece, the money passes to the next heir. That would be me.”

Ella blinked as fear tightened her throat. “Then why not kill me and be done with it?”

“We thought of it,” her uncle said. “But the money stays in trust for the next five years if you die. It will eventually come to me. If you sign the money over, it will come much sooner.”

“And if I’d rather die?” she threw at him.

He uncrossed his legs and recrossed them the other way. So casual. So unconcerned. “Don’t be melodramatic, Antonella. Alive is always better than dead. And you will be a queen, which you will never be in Capriolo. The monarchy is dead there, even with that silly band of monarchists who want to bring it back. The people have spoken, and they will not return to those days. So die if you wish and make this inconvenient for us—or marry Fahd and be his queen. You will be wealthy and pampered and live out your days as a royal. Much better than tawdry sex in a tiny apartment with a soldier, don’t you think?”

“And what if I agree to sign it over if you let me go? Just let me be free and you can have everything.” She meant it too. Because freedom was far more important than a fortune. Freedom to be herself, to choose her life. To choose whom she loved. “I’ll get a job, renounce my title and fortune. I don’t care. Whatever you like—only don’t do this to me. Don’t sell me to a man I don’t love.”

“I am afraid that won’t do, Antonella,” her uncle said. “You will always be Princess Antonella of Capriolo. You will always be the queen in exile if you stay in the US. And how would it look if your aunt and I are rich and you are poor and living with a soldier? Or, worse, getting a job?” He shook his head. “No, it’s better this way. You will thank us one day for looking out for your best interests.”

Ella very much doubted that. Her uncle accepted a drink from a flight attendant who carefully avoided looking at Ella. Her aunt joined him and took her own drink from the tray.

Ella glanced around. The jet was opulent, with gleaming gold surfaces and leather couches and chairs. There was a pattern in the carpet that she tilted her head to study.

Qu’rimi Oil Exploration was written around the medallion that featured a hawk and crossed palm trees. There was also a curved sword and words written in what she assumed was Arabic across the bottom.

Sheikh Fahd. Of course they were in his jet. Of course he was still involved.

She thought of the man who insisted his hooded raptor accompany him everywhere he went and knew that a man like that would not take any insults to his person lightly. And he had certainly taken her flight as an insult.

Which meant, even if he was planning to marry her, he intended to punish her as well.

Ella shivered. She had no idea what a desert sheikh might do in order to assuage his wounded pride, but she didn’t look forward to finding out.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




“Her aunt and uncle have her. They’re on the way to Qu’rim,” Colonel Mendez said, brows drawn low, expression one of quiet fury.

“Fucking Fahd,” Cage said. He had no love for Fahd, not since his wife—before she was his wife—had been in Qu’rim to meet with the sheikh and he’d flown away from the capital without offering her a ride when the rebels took the city.

Cash stood beside the table, unable to sit. Unable to reconcile the situation in his head. The colonel and Ghost were the only other men standing. Everyone else was at their seats around the conference table.

When he’d arrived, they’d already been here, war-gaming the situation. He’d called Viking on the way and told him everything. Hawk had called too. Flavia and Gaetano Rossi had been watching Ella for days, it seemed. They’d hired a mercenary to kidnap her, and he’d taken his shot when one of Hawk’s men left his post.

“What does Fahd want with her?” Cash asked. “She’s still married to me.”

Or at least as far as he knew. He’d gotten no papers to sign. Didn’t mean she hadn’t initiated the process.

“You think a little thing like that will stop Fahd?” Mendez asked. He shook his head. “It won’t. He intends to marry her. He apparently never gave up on the idea after all.”

“We have to stop him,” Cash said, his voice tight. Ella would be afraid. He hated the idea of her being afraid. She’d been free of her family for almost two weeks, but now she was right back where she’d started. Except it was worse, because now she knew what freedom tasted like.

Mendez looked thoughtful. Cash’s belly tightened. If the colonel said this wasn’t a military op, they were sunk. He was sunk.

Cash’s resolve hardened. He would call Ian Black if so. That rogue could get anything done. For a price.

“We’re going to stop him, Money,” Mendez finally said. “You boys get your gear and get ready. I’m calling Andrews for transport.”

Cash’s legs wobbled for a second. Andrews was Andrews Air Force Base, home of Air Force One—and one of the primary sources of their rides to various theaters. This time their theater was the Middle East.

The SEALs hurried to their lockers and grabbed their gear, checking weapons and packs. They’d have to make battle plans on the way. Study maps, figure out where best to intercept Ella and her relatives.

They boarded a plane within the hour and took off. They were a couple of hours behind Ella, but they could make that time up in the air. It was a long trip, and when they landed at a base north of Baq, it was midmorning.

There was a surprise waiting on the tarmac when they disembarked.

Ian Black stood there with arms crossed, chewing a piece of gum and looking supremely bored.

“Hey there, boys,” he called when they trudged off the aircraft with equipment duffels on shoulders and weapons strapped to their bodies. “Long night?”

Viking, as their commanding officer, was the one who had to deal with Black.

“Long enough,” he replied. “How about you? Spend the night in a cushy hotel room eating bonbons?”

“You know it, man,” Black said. “Don’t forget being fed those bonbons by a nubile young lady who misplaced her clothes.”

“Can we cut the crap?” Cash interjected. “Where’s Ella?”

Black let out a long-suffering sigh. “You fucking marine animals are too serious sometimes. Lighten up, fish face. They landed half an hour ago. She’s being taken to Fahd’s palace in the city.”

“Palace? The fucker has a palace?”

Black shrugged. “It’s a compound. He calls it a palace. I guess he’s big into visualizing what he wants. If you visualize it, it will come,” he intoned.

“What about the wedding? Is he actually planning to marry her?” Viking asked.

“So far as I can gather, yes. It’ll be a sunset ceremony in his gardens, according to my information.” He glanced at his watch. All operators wore a watch instead of using cell phones for time, because phones could jeopardize mission security. Black was Special Ops, all right. “That gives you a few hours to figure how you’re gonna bust in there and rescue the girl. Best keep nap time to a minimum, boys.”

“You got a schematic for this place?” Cash growled. “Or you just want to bust our balls?”

Black smiled a lazy smile. “I’ve got it.”

“All right,” Viking said before Cash could pounce, “let’s get into the war room and figure out the plan. Ella is counting on us.”




*




After a forced nap—in which she did not nap at all—Ella was taken to a bathhouse within the palace. Made of artfully crumbling stone and mosaic tile, it was lovely, with a soaring domed roof and hot water pouring from a spigot into a clear pool. Another spigot poured cool water.

She was disrobed by servant girls who ignored her protests, and then immersed into the pool. They joined her, soaping her body and then rinsing her skin with ewers of water poured over her head. Ella sputtered and spat, but they didn’t stop.

Her hair was washed, dried, and woven with flowers. They painted henna designs on her feet and hands while her limbs trembled and they ringed her eyes with kohl. All the while, she kept imagining the dark sheikh with his hooded hawk and the hard look in his eyes. What would he do to her when he finally had her in his bedroom?

Would he strip her naked and take his pleasure, or would he turn away in disgust because he knew she’d been with another man? If all he wanted her for was her title, what incentive did he have to actually copulate with her?

Ella hoped he had none, though she very much feared she was going to be proven wrong on that score. Men, she knew, didn’t need much of an excuse.

She was wrapped in silk robes, each one more elaborate than the last, and draped in jewels that hung between her breasts and lay against her skin. Skin that was visible through the narrow slits in the robes.

“Come,” one of the maidens who’d been tending her said when the preparation was done, smiling as if Ella were being bestowed a great honor.

Ella hesitated. 

The maiden took her hand. “Come.”

“No,” Ella whispered, hanging back. “No.”

Her heart pounded and she felt suddenly light-headed. She didn’t want this. She was married to Cash—whether he liked it or not—and she didn’t want Sheikh Fahd. How could she lie beneath him after what she’d experienced with Cash? How could she pretend it was okay?

At least it won’t hurt.

No, it wouldn’t hurt because she’d had enough sex to make sure it didn’t. Unless the sheikh took her in a place that Cash had not.

Fear froze Ella’s heart, her throat, her feet. She couldn’t move.

“You will come, Princess,” the maiden said again. Firmer this time. Less smiling. “The sheikh awaits.”

“No,” she whispered. “I cannot.”

“You have no choice, Princess. The sheikh is your lord and master. You will come.”

“Who are you?” Ella asked, horrified at how unfeeling this girl was. How certain that Ella should go willingly and that it would be a great honor for her.

“I am nobody, Princess. You will come.”

Ella wanted to scream. To cry. Fear glued her feet to the ground. But then she got mad at herself. Why was she cowering? Hiding? She would go to Sheikh Fahd with her head held high. She would be defiant and completely unsuitable. Perhaps he would be so disgusted with her that he would let her go. Tell her aunt and uncle the deal was off.

She marched out of the room behind the maiden. The others followed. This one led Ella through cool corridors upon which the shadows grew long. When she reached a doorway, she stopped and knocked.

“Enter,” a dark voice said.

Ella’s heart throbbed as the maiden swung the door open. The sheikh stood there, imposing and cool in his white desert robes and dark headdress with the golden cords holding it in place. There was a sword at his waist and a winking jewel on his hand. He was resplendent—and a little frightening.

Ella followed the maiden into the room. Her aunt and uncle stood off to the side, looking smug. There was another man. A secretary, perhaps.

“I have papers for you to sign, Princess,” Sheikh Fahd said. “You will sign them and then we will be married.”

Her heart pounded. Her chin lifted. Defiant. “And if I do not?”

Because would the sheikh threaten her with death? What good would it do him?

“You will sign, or you will be punished.”

Ella searched for something to say. Finally it hit her. “You would have me sign over my fortune to them? What if it could be yours?”

Sheikh Fahd’s eyes gleamed. “I have enough money. I don’t need more.”

She lowered her lashes. “Can a man ever have enough?” she asked softly.

He didn’t speak for a long moment. Her aunt sputtered. Her uncle stiffened. Ella wanted to laugh. Fahd did laugh, but it wasn’t an angry sound. It sounded like genuine amusement. She was encouraged.

“Perhaps not,” he murmured.

“Sheikh Fahd, I have a lot of money that my parents left me. I don’t know what these people told you”—she cast her relatives a withering glance—“but they have no right to that money. It can be yours. I would rather it was yours than theirs.”

Aunt Flavia was close to exploding. Uncle Gaetano looked furious. 

Ella pressed on before her aunt could speak. “They have no right to it. You, as my husband, do. Surely it will help you in your quest.”

“My quest?”

Ella lowered her gaze. Had she gone too far? She only knew that he wanted to be king of Qu’rim because Cash had told her. “Your quest to do what is right and best for your country,” she said softly. “Let the money help Qu’rim as it cannot help Capriolo.”

Fahd shot her relatives a glance. They looked positively outraged. It must be killing them not to speak, but she knew they were working hard to show deference to Fahd.

“Sheikh Fahd,” her uncle began. One of Fahd’s eyebrows lifted. “The girl is mistaken. The Rossi fortune cannot be transferred to someone who is not a Rossi. It is law.”

Ella wanted to laugh at that blatant lie. Her attorneys had spent a great deal of time over the past five days telling her exactly what she could do with her fortune. The answer was whatever she wanted.

Fahd ignored her uncle. He snapped his fingers and the man who’d been standing off to the side hurried over.

“Come,” he said to Ella, holding out his hand with the hint of a smile. “We will be wed first. Then we shall decide what is to become of your money.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY




Cash sat in the van with his teammates, M4 slung over his chest, Glock at his side, extra magazines stashed in his belt. The SEALs were dressed for combat in tactical suits and armed to the teeth.

“This is Delta Whiskey. What’s our ETA?” Viking asked Black via radio back to his HQ. “Over.”

They’d been crawling through a traffic jam for the past half an hour. Black was tracking their progress via satellite and trying to give them alternate routes. Waze wasn’t a thing in Qu’rim yet, and Google Maps hadn’t caught up with all the changes now that the city was a war zone much of the time.

Cash was about to lose his frigging mind. Ella had been in Qu’rim for about six hours now. She hadn’t moved from Fahd’s palace, but what was going on in there? What had they done to her by now? The possibilities killed him, but his team hadn’t been able to move until they had a plan and good intel. Rushing the op was bad juju, and they weren’t about to do that.

The mood in the van was somber, and the guys didn’t say much. Ella was fifteen minutes away from Black’s HQ on a good day. Fahd’s palace in Baq was a recent acquisition that he hadn’t managed to completely modernize yet. That was good for the SEALs when it came to Fahd’s security measures—meaning they were still rudimentary, which Black’s schematic of the buildings had confirmed.

There were cameras and alarms, but nothing state of the art. More like what you’d get for typical home security in the suburbs back home. Adequate against thieves but a joke for experienced operators.

Black’s voice came over the line. “India Bravo copies. ETA twenty-eighteen. Unless you get a miracle and someone parts the traffic for you. I’m still looking for a route. Over.”

“Shit,” Viking said before lifting the receiver again. “Copy that, India Bravo. Let us know. Over and out.”

“We could run faster than this,” Camel grumbled.

Cash started for the sliding door. Someone grabbed him and slammed him down again. “No, not happening.” It was Cage who’d growled in his ear. “This is fucking Qu’rim, and you’d stand out like a sore thumb. We all would.”

They would. They were a badass Special Ops team on a mission. They weren’t in civvies, they were in full-on spec ops gear. Yeah, they’d stand out. They’d be a target too. There were Freedom Fighters in the streets these days, and they didn’t give a shit about civilians. If a SEAL team appeared in full gear on the streets of Baq, people would panic that they’d be in the line of fire.

The van crawled along for another fifteen minutes—and then, just when Cash was ready to blow his top, they shot forward and started to move. Dirty Harry, or DH for short, was behind the wheel, and he mashed the accelerator to the floor. Ten more minutes and they were swinging into position on a side street near Fahd’s compound. It was full dark now, which was good. They’d originally planned to go at sunset, but the traffic had changed that plan.

Now they piled out of the van and headed for their insertion point, a part of the razor-wired wall that butted up against a nearby house. They scaled the wall, cut the wire, and dropped into the compound. Voices came from the courtyard. Glasses clinked together as if there was a celebration happening.

Viking stood at the head of the group and frowned. “Fan out. Find Ella. Let’s avoid the gathering if we can. If not, no shooting unless someone shoots first. Sounds like a party.”

He called back to Ian Black at HQ and reported what they’d found.

“Let me dial in the coordinates.”

They exchanged surprised gazes. Black had access to an infrared satellite camera apparently, because he was back in a few moments with the news. Dude was dialed into the intelligence community at levels they could only guess at.

“Twenty people in the courtyard. More inside, probably servants. Fahd appears to be having a party.”

“You could have warned us about this earlier,” Cage grumbled.

“Didn’t know. It wasn’t on his schedule. Unless it’s a celebratory gathering. He might have married the princess already.”

“It’s not legitimate,” Cash said coldly. “She’s married to me.”

“Wouldn’t stop him. This is Qu’rim. And he’ll never take her back to the US, so there’s that. It’s a minor diplomatic issue to him, nothing more. He will also, very likely, file an official annulment of your marriage with the Qu’rimi government just to cover his bases.”

“Not if I can help it,” Cash growled.

Black chuckled. “Go get your princess bride, tiger.”

The rest of his team was staring at him. Not that he could see their eyes in the helmets and NVGs, but he could feel it.

“Pussy whipped,” Cowboy said with a more than a hint of amusement.

Cash’s skin flooded with heat. He’d teased these guys relentlessly about their wives and girlfriends. Swore up and down that there wasn’t one single woman in this world that could make him want only her.

Well, he’d been wrong. Seriously wrong. Right now, he wanted Ella back in his arms. Back in his bed. Back in his life.

Was that love? Maybe it was. And if it was, he was in it. Because he couldn’t imagine his life without her now. For the past few days, he’d missed her charm and wit, the way she got lost in her books, the faraway look in her eyes when she closed something she’d been reading. He missed how she lost herself in their lovemaking, how she shocked him and teased him and made him so hard it physically hurt. Mostly he missed her sweetness and the way she smiled at him when she looked up and caught him staring at her.

He missed Ella—and he was going to get her back. She’d said he had no guts because he couldn’t admit he cared. She’d been right. He hoped like hell she hadn’t changed her mind about him because he’d fight to change it back again.

“Yeah,” he said to Cowboy. “I guess I am.” He pulled the Glock from its holster. “Let’s go get my woman, fellas. You can laugh at me all you want after she’s safe.”

Cage clapped him on the back. “Welcome to the club, sailor.”

“What club?”

“The club where men like us have figured out that we’re nothing without the special women in our lives.”

“Lock and load, boys,” Viking said. “We’ve got a princess to rescue.”




*




Ella politely refused the glass of juice someone offered her and stood quietly by Sheikh Fahd’s side. They had married in a brief civil ceremony overseen by the man she’d assumed was a secretary at first.

And she had not signed any paperwork. Fahd had seemed to conveniently forget he’d intended for her to sign a thing. Her aunt and uncle were utterly furious. They’d hissed at her when Fahd left her side to attend to some things, but she only smiled at them. That angered them further.

Her aunt might have hit her if not for Fahd’s bodyguards standing nearby. They had watched and listened, and Ella’s relatives had controlled their tempers.

Now she looked out on a crowd of business associates and friends. Fahd had planned a party to show her off, it seemed. People had come to congratulate them. One couple turned out to be Capriolan. She’d found that out when they dropped to their knees in front of her.

“Your Majesty,” they’d said.

Ella had been horrified. “Please, don’t kneel. I don’t want you to do that.”

They’d stood, looking at her in awe. After a few moments, they’d moved on.

Ella could see her aunt’s stiff form out of the corner of her eye and knew that the woman was livid. She clearly hated the idea of Ella being queen of Capriolo—and anyone acknowledging her as such—when her husband was second in line. Not for the first time, Ella considered it truly a miracle that she’d not been smothered in her sleep years ago.

She was standing and staring off in the distance when someone screamed. Instantly, her attention was jerked back to the moment. A group of black-clad men rushed into the gathering, rifles slung low and aimed menacingly at the crowd. Fahd’s bodyguards were swiftly disarmed and made to lie on the ground, hands behind their heads.

“The rest of you do the same,” one of the men said in a rough voice. “Except you, Princess,” he added when Ella started to drop to her knees.

Her heart slammed her rib cage, but she obeyed. As the rest of the guests dropped to the ground and lay down, she stood and watched. Fahd’s face twisted in fury as he lay in his white robes on the tile of the courtyard patio.

“Who are you? What right do you have to enter my home and treat my guests this way?”

The man who’d spoken stalked toward them. He was tall, big, but she couldn’t see his face behind the balaclava he wore beneath a helmet. There was a microphone that curved from his ear to his lips and a visor was over his eyes. He lifted the visor slowly, and Ella’s heart began to race so fast it skipped over a couple of beats.

“I’m Ella’s husband, asshole,” Cash snarled. “And I’m here to take her back.”

He reached for her fingers with a black-gloved hand, tugged her against his side. She went willingly, her body melting in that way it did only for Cash.

He was here. He’d come for her.

She couldn’t seem to form any words as she stared at his profile. He was big and menacing and so gorgeous to her eyes that she could cry for joy. Once more, Cash McQuaid was standing up for her. Rescuing her.

God, she loved him.

The sound of a helicopter in the distance began to grow louder. She ignored it at first, but the helicopter was soon directly overhead, the wind gentle at the beginning and then beating the palm trees like a hurricane as the craft lowered itself onto the helipad Fahd had built for his personal use.

“That’s our ride, honey,” Cash said. “You ready to go?”

She nodded.

“Run as fast as you can, okay?”

“Okay, Cash.”

He gave her a quick kiss on the mouth and pushed her toward the helipad. Something flashed off to her side, drawing her attention. Her aunt had something shiny in her hand, something she’d dragged from her purse. It only took Ella a split second to realize it was a gun.

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion then. “Look out,” she cried, though the weapon was pointed at her.

Cash’s head turned—and then he leaped in front of her as a flash erupted from the gun. A second later, Cash grunted and dropped with a groan. Ella screamed. She reached for the gun strapped at his side as he rolled toward her—

And then she lifted and fired at the woman standing on her feet now, gun pointed, another flash exploding from the barrel as she fired at them again.

Ella’s hands shook as adrenaline flooded her system. She emptied the magazine—and her aunt dropped like a stone. A moment later, someone dragged Ella into his arms and lifted her over his shoulder while she screamed at him to let her go.

But he didn’t. Instead, he ran toward the helicopter. She bounced on his back, trying to see behind her. Trying to see Cash.

She was flung into the helicopter and her rescuer climbed up beside her. The helicopter was a blur of bodies as men jumped into the craft.

And then they were lifting off and Ella was trying to be heard above the impossible din of the rotors. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she frantically tried to communicate that she wanted Cash.

The men were removing visors so that she could get a look at them. Viking, Cage, Camel, Blade. She knew these men.

It was Camel who took her by the shoulders. His mouth moved, but she couldn’t make out the words. The guns had been so loud, and the helicopter drowned out everything. Her ears rang and everything was dull.

Finally Camel turned her forcefully toward where a man lay against the rear bulkhead. Cash’s eyes were closed and his face was pale. Ella’s heart stopped.

And then she flung herself at him.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Soft lips pressed against his face. Liquid dripped onto his skin, and he opened his eyes to see Ella hovering over him, tears sliding down her cheeks. He couldn’t hear what she said because it was too fucking loud.

But he got the gist of it. She’d thought he was dead. Thought her bitch of an aunt had killed him when he’d leaped in front of her to stop the bullet.

He took her face between his hands and dragged her down to him. Then he kissed her hard, his tongue sliding between her lips to duel with hers. She melted instantly, her body going limp against him. He kissed her until he was pretty certain she must realize he wasn’t dying.

Hell, he wasn’t even bleeding. But stopping a rain of bullets with a bulletproof vest wasn’t exactly a picnic. That shit hurt. He’d be bruised in the next couple of days. He’d taken three hits from that gun. The other three had gone wide. Thank God the damned woman had only had a pocket .380 instead of a double-stack 9mm. He did not like to think about how that would have gone.

So he was sore and the breath had been knocked out of him. He’d made it back to the helicopter because Blade had dragged his ass. He hadn’t wanted to leave Ella’s side, but he’d known Camel was getting her.

Holy shit, she’d grabbed his Glock and fired back. He still couldn’t believe she’d had the presence of mind to do it. Or the bravery.

Damn, his girl was awesome. Cash kissed her again and pulled her close. She looked worried, but he gave her a grin. She was fucking hot with all that black stuff around her eyes. He let his gaze drop to the skin showing through the silk of the robes she wore. He didn’t like that others could see her bare skin, but he had to admit she looked amazing.

The helicopter took them to the airport where a transport waited for them. Black had helped arrange it all, including the pickup of the van they’d left around the corner from Fahd’s place. They’d discussed returning to Black’s HQ, but he’d assured them he’d have a ride waiting. The dude hadn’t let them down.

Cash thought maybe he wasn’t such a bad guy after all, no matter what he pretended to be.

Cash disembarked from the helicopter and walked toward the plane on his own power. Ella had her arm around him as if he needed to be supported. Camel shot him a look and Cash merely grinned. No way was he pushing her away. Sweet, sweet Ella. His princess bride.

As soon as they were on the plane, Ella turned to him. “Did she hit you? Are you bleeding?”

She was a little bit loud, but it was understandable after the gunfire. When he’d been teaching her to shoot, she’d worn hearing protection. This was her first time experiencing gunfire without.

“I’m wearing a vest, Ella. She knocked the breath from me, that’s all. It’s like being hit by a baseball bat—and since she got three shots on target, I took a beating. But I’m fine.”

“Oh no,” she gasped, her eyes wide. “I’m so sorry.”

“Honey, it’s fine.” He put his hands on her shoulders and gazed into her liquid brown eyes. “You okay?”

Her gaze dropped. “I’m fine. Nothing happened.” She sucked in a breath and lifted her gaze again. “I think I killed her, Cash.”

He squeezed her shoulders. “You might have. I think it’s more likely one of these guys did it though.”

He could see her thinking about it. “I emptied the magazine. How could I have missed?”

“Trigger control, baby. You’re still new to firing a weapon.” Even with a gun as accurate as a Glock, even with the practice she’d had, she’d never fired under pressure. Her shots had likely gone wild. One of his teammates had dropped Flavia Rossi because she’d been an active threat. Not that he blamed whomever had done it. He was just glad it hadn’t been him. Not because he didn’t dislike the bitch for all she’d done to Ella, but she had been part of Ella’s family. He didn’t want that hanging over them.

“She did seem to stay on her feet for a few seconds after I fired.” Ella’s brows drew together. “I thought I killed her—but maybe it wasn’t me at all.”

“Did you want it to be you?”

She thought about it. “No, I don’t think so. I hated her, but she wasn’t all bad. How could she be if my cousins and my uncle cared for her?”

As mean as she’d been to Ella? Starving her, stealing her money, forcing her to marry someone she didn’t love, kidnapping her—and then deciding to kill her? No, there wasn’t an ounce of kindness in that woman’s body.

But Cash wouldn’t say that to Ella.

“Right, honey,” he said, pushing her hair from her face. Stroking her skin and thinking how close he’d gotten to never touching her again. He dragged a thumb over her bottom lip, and then he pressed his mouth to hers again. It was a light, sweet kiss even though what he really wanted was to devour her.

“Jesus, get a room!” Cowboy shouted at them.

Ella giggled. Cash wound his fingers in hers and leaned back on the seat. The plane took off and climbed skyward.

“Thank you for rescuing me,” she finally said. “Again.”

Cash turned his head on the seat back and gazed at her. “I will always rescue you, Ella. Always.”

She squeezed his hand. “I believe you will. But Cash…”

She hesitated, and he squeezed her hand in return so she would look at him. “What, Princess?”

“What does it mean?” she asked simply.

His belly tightened for a second. But then his heart swelled and overruled the fear in his gut. “It means I’m yours for as long as you want me. And even when you don’t.”

She looked very serious. “I will always want you, Cash McQuaid. I’m your wife and—” She bit her lip. “And I love you. You’re the best man I know.”

Emotion detonated in his heart, his brain. No one had ever thought so highly of him. Or loved him like she did. He knew it in his soul now. And he knew he wasn’t ever letting her go.

“I love you too, Ella McQuaid. No way in hell am I divorcing you.”

She sucked in a breath that emerged as half laughter, half sob. “I think I have two husbands now. I married Fahd today, you know. I had to.”

Cash wished he’d killed the fucker when he had the chance. “It’s not legitimate. He’ll back down when the pressure is on. Promise you that.”

Ella sighed. “You know I believe anything you tell me, right? You could promise me the moon and I’d believe you.”

“Not the moon, baby. But I promise to take care of you and make you as happy as possible.”

“You do make me happy.”

He frowned. “You sure you want to spend your life with someone like me? You’re rich, beautiful, sexy. You could have anyone—”

She put a finger over his mouth. A hennaed finger. Designs swirled over her hands, up her arms. Sexy.

“I want you, Cash. All of you. You’re the only man for me.” She laughed. “You told me I’d fall for the first man I had sex with. You were right. I fell hard. I’m still falling, every time I look at you.”

He was raw inside. “You’re my first love, Ella. My only love. I promise you I’ve never said those words to another woman in my life.”

She stretched up and pressed her mouth softly to his. “I know.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know you.”

It hit him in the gut, those words. She knew him. Knew. Somehow, even though they’d only spent a short time together, she just did.

“Yeah, you do.”

And it was the best feeling in the world. Finally, he’d found his home. With Ella, the woman who rocked his world and made him feel for the first time. Without fear, without reservation.

Ella, his virgin princess bride. His wife. His soul.

His.




*




Two weeks later…




Ella rolled over in bed and slowly opened her eyes. She often wondered if she was dreaming, so she took her time waking up in case she found herself back in her aunt and uncle’s house because she’d been imagining the whole thing.

Her eyes opened and… Nope, not a dream. Relief and happiness rushed through her, making her giddy. Beside her lay her husband. Her husband. He was gloriously naked. The covers were thrown back off his magnificent body, and his penis was at about half-mast.

Ella crept from the bed and went to take care of morning necessaries. Then she returned, sidling over and pressing her naked body to his side. He stirred. And then he rolled over and dragged her beneath him. Ella giggled as her legs and arms parted for him.

“Morning,” he said as he dropped a kiss on her shoulder.

“Morning, Cash.”

“Mmm, just what I wanted this morning,” he said, pulling a taut nipple into his mouth.

Ella sighed and moaned, but he didn’t linger long. Within moments, he was between her legs, licking her into an orgasm that had her shuddering with pleasure and thrashing on the pillows as it crashed through her.

He laughed as he stood and headed for the bathroom. She heard water running and knew he was brushing his teeth and washing his face. When he returned, his cock jutted from his body.

He slipped on a condom, because they’d agreed they weren’t ready for kids just yet and she hadn’t been on birth control long enough to be safe, and then he was inside her, stretching her wide and taking her places she’d only dreamed of before she’d met him.

“I love you,” she cried out when she came again.

“You’d better,” he growled before he found his own release.

His big body pressed hers down into the mattress, but he was gentle about it, shifting so he didn’t crush her. He lifted his head and gazed down at her. “I’ve never been scared before, but I’m scared of losing you.”

Ella ran her fingers up his biceps, into his hair. “You aren’t losing me. I love you.”

“I love you too, Ella. That’s what scares me.”

“Just let it happen, Cash. We’ll get through it a day at a time.”

His grin lit her world. “Yeah, I know. But I’m still getting used to it. Still wondering when you’re leaving me for a better life.”

She mock punched him in the arm. “You are my better life, you idiot.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Well, yeah, that is true. I’m kinda awesome.”

“You definitely are.”

His expression softened into one that made her heart ache. “So are you. The most awesome woman I’ve ever known.”

Her skin flamed hot at the praise. “I think you haven’t known many women then.”

“None like you, Princess.”

They spent another hour in bed, cuddling, making love, and talking about anything and everything. When a ringing phone interrupted, Ella blinked at the unfamiliar sound.

Cash smiled softly. “It’s yours, baby. Do you need me to change the ringtone to something more recognizable?”

Ella shook her head as she reached for her phone on the bedside table. She was still getting used to having her very own cell phone. Few people had the number, so if it was ringing, it was probably someone she wanted to talk to.

The real estate agent she’d employed was on the other end. “I have some houses for you to look at today,” the woman said with the bubbly cheerfulness of a salesperson excited about making a sale. “Can you come in an hour?”

Ella put her hand over the phone and looked at Cash. “Houses in an hour?”

“Sounds good.” He climbed from the bed and headed for the shower while she made arrangements with the agent.

In the two weeks since they’d flown out of Qu’rim, life had barely slowed down. Sheikh Fahd had renounced any claim to a union with her and complained bitterly that her relatives had tricked him into thinking she was marriageable when she wasn’t. Ella had worried about being whisked away again in the middle of the night or something, but Cash—and Colonel Mendez—had assured her it wouldn’t happen.

Apparently another man had gotten involved, someone named Ian, and whatever he’d promised Fahd had done the trick.

Aunt Flavia was dead. Ella would never know if she’d been the one to deliver the kill shot, but she believed Cash when he told her it was unlikely. And knowing how lethally accurate he and his teammates were, it was easier to believe it had been one of them. More likely as well.

Uncle Gaetano was currently being held in custody in Qu’rim, awaiting extradition—praying for extradition, in fact, since conditions in Qu’rimi prisons weren’t exactly ideal—to the US on kidnapping and human trafficking charges.

Ella’s cousins weren’t responsible for their parents’ cruelty, so Ella didn’t cut them off entirely. But she did make them vacate the Virginia house. She’d also made them kneel in her presence when they’d come to see her at her lawyer’s office. Cash had stood by with a stony expression, but he’d given her a nod of approval when she’d done it.

She hadn’t been intending to do anything of the sort, but when Luciana had started whining to the lawyer about how unfair it was that Ella had inherited everything, she’d snapped.

“Kneel,” she’d commanded. 

Luciana had blinked at her like a deer in the headlights. 

Ella had risen to her feet. “Kneel,” she’d yelled, her entire body trembling inside as she stood there with clenched fists.

Luciana and her sister Julia had dropped to their knees in an instant, bowing their heads as they did so. “Yes, Majesty,” they’d said.

Things went much smoother after that. Luciana and Julia had left the meeting white-faced, but they’d not left destitute. That was more than they deserved, but Ella felt it was right.

Now she and Cash climbed into his Mustang—he swore he was getting the bullet hole fixed but he hadn’t done it yet—and headed out to meet the agent. The media hadn’t yet found where she and Cash were living, but she wanted a more secure place for when they did.

They spent the day touring homes, each one more grand than the next. The agent was clearly impressed with Ella’s status and thought she needed something commensurate with her station. Ella let the woman rattle on.

Cash didn’t say anything, but Ella felt like he wasn’t exactly comfortable in most of the houses. Truthfully, neither was she. Finally, Ella put a hand up when the agent had yet another grand location for them to tour. The woman stuttered to a halt.

“These are all too big,” Ella said. “How about something around three thousand square feet. Maybe four. But no bigger. Something a family would live in and be able to grow in. Not a showplace to impress rich friends.”

The woman blinked a few times. “Yes, of course, Your Highness. I know a few properties.”

“Please,” Ella said. “Call me Mrs. McQuaid.”

Cash smiled at her, and her heart turned over at all the love she saw there. He reached for her hand and held it tight.

“Of course, Mrs. McQuaid. As you wish.”

When they were in the car again and following the agent, she turned to Cash. “Why didn’t you say something?”

He had both hands on the wheel. He glanced at her. “Because I want you to have whatever makes you happy, Ella. It’s your money and your decision.”

She touched his arm. “No, it’s our decision. And it’s our money, though I know you won’t think so. But I lived my whole life without it, and I don’t care if I have it now. All I care about is being with you.”

“That’s what I care about. And if being with you in an eight-thousand-square-foot house makes you happy, then that’s what I’m doing.”

“I want a home, Cash. With you.”

He shot her one of those killer smiles of his. “Then we’ll find one we both like. And I’ll strip you naked and make love to you in every single room.”

Ella shivered. “I like that idea.”

As if agreeing made it happen, the very next house proved to be the one. Set on ten acres near the Chesapeake Bay, the house was grand without being ostentatious. There were four bedrooms, three baths, a huge chef’s kitchen for Cash, a small library for her, a pool, and lush grounds with blooming flowers and mature trees. The perfect place to raise a family whenever they got to that stage. And they would in time. Ella was certain of it.

They stood on the back porch that overlooked the yard. The terrain sloped gently downward. Because they were on a hill, they could see the bay sparkling in the distance. Ella’s heart was full.

“This one,” she said, gazing at the view in wonder. When she turned to Cash, he smiled. He wasn’t looking at the view though. He was looking at her.

“Yes,” he said. “This one. Always.”

He gathered her in his arms and kissed her, and she thanked the universe for setting her on the path that had brought her here. Even if she’d technically stolen a car to do it.




***








 

EPILOGUE




Alexei Kamarov—for though he was Alex, or Camel, to his friends, he would always think of himself by the Russian name his immigrant parents had given him—slept the sleep of the dead. He’d just returned from a mission with his team and it hadn’t been a fun one. Twenty days in the desert, fighting through a thick tangle of terrorists in order to rescue a group of American students who’d been dumb enough to go on a backpacking trip through hostile territory.

But the SEALs had gotten them all and the students were home safe. Alexei had picked off the enemy one by one for a few days, weakening them until his SEAL team could move in and dispatch the remainder quickly and efficiently. 

Now he slept, passed out on the king-sized bed in the house he’d rented in the suburbs, blissfully unaware of the world around him. Well, maybe not entirely unaware. A too-loud noise, a disturbance nearby, and he’d be on his feet in a second, holding the Glock he kept on the nightstand. Too many years in Special Forces had done that to him. He didn’t process sounds and movement like a normal human being anymore.

Still, nothing disturbed him for a long time, and he slept. Until, eventually, there was a pounding on the door. Alexei blinked awake, his heart rate barely kicking up. Pounding on the door was nothing. Kicking the door in? Well, that would be quite a different matter.

But nobody kicked the door in. They just kept pounding. He sat up and grabbed the Glock, stuffed it in the waistband of the camo pants he’d fallen asleep in—at the rear, in the small of his back—and shoved a hand through his hair.

“Just a goddamn minute,” he yelled. Lumbering to his feet, he shook his head to clear it, then shuffled into the bathroom and swished some mouthwash to kill the taste of three weeks of sand and deprivation. 

After taking a piss, he washed his hands and started for the door. The pounding wasn’t pounding anymore. But it was an annoyingly pervasive tap-tap-tap. A female voice punctuated the tapping with a few well-timed curses.

“I know you’re in there, you rat bastard! Answer the goddamn door!”

Alexei jerked the door open in mid-tap and her fist arced through empty air. She stumbled forward, catching herself by pressing both hands to his chest. She caught herself quickly and flew backward as if he were an electric fence.

Alexei squinted at the brightness of the sunshine behind her. Damn, how long had he slept anyway? It had been around two in the morning when he’d gotten home.

Presently, he focused on the woman standing on his porch. She was about five-three, slender but not skinny, and she had pale purple hair. Seriously, purple hair. It fell in waves to her shoulders, skimming them as she turned to gaze at something off to her left. 

He turned too, frowning when he saw the stroller. It was flat and covered, and he couldn’t tell if anything was in it. Hell, it looked like one of those dog strollers he’d seen in the neighborhood once. But he didn’t think there was a dog in this one. In fact, he kinda had a bad feeling about the whole thing.

The woman gazed at him, her expression hardening. “Are you Alex Kamarov?”

He hooked a hand over his head, on the doorframe, and let his gaze wander over her. She was cute. And sort of familiar, like maybe he’d seen her somewhere before. But he didn’t know where. It would come to him soon enough.

“Yeah. Why?”

She jerked her head toward the stroller, then glared daggers at him. “Because you need to step up and stop shirking your responsibilities, that’s why.”

“Lady, I don’t know who you are or what you’re talking about.”

She reached for the handle on the stroller, turned it so he could see the tiny baby sound asleep on her back. He could tell it was a girl based on the pink onesie. Her little face was angelic, and she had a head of black hair that was shocking in its abundance.

“I’m talking about your baby, Alex. Your baby.”

Shock rooted him to the spot for a long minute. And then reality doused him with cold water. Think.

Yeah, he’d had his share of sexual encounters, but he was careful. Very, very careful. He never forgot the condom. 

“You expect me to believe that’s my kid? I don’t even know you, lady. You could be anybody, making shit up for reasons of your own.”

She looked scandalized. “How dare you? I am not making this up. Anastasia is yours.”

Alexei glanced at the kid sleeping so peacefully. Then back at the woman who glared at him. She was angry and utterly determined. But why had she needed to ask who he was if she knew he was her kid’s father?

It occurred to him this could be a joke. That Cowboy or Money could have put this girl up to it in order to scare him. Jesus, those two clowns. Both married now. Both out of their frigging minds.

Alexei grinned at the hot honey with the purple hair. He hated to disappoint her, but skepticism was practically his middle name. 

“Sorry, babe, but you’re going to have to prove it.”

Her eyes hardened. The kid suddenly went from sleeping to crying. Panic crossed the woman’s features as she pulled the baby from the stroller and cradled her. Blue eyes met his for a desperate moment. Then she bent her head and pressed a kiss to the baby’s forehead.

“Hush, little angel. Hush. Auntie Bailey’s got you. Shh.”

Auntie? That certainly explained why she didn’t recognize him even though she was insisting he was the father of her child. He was almost disappointed that he’d never spent the night with her. 

The baby continued to cry and she continued to soothe, but she looked uncomfortable doing it. Like she wasn’t accustomed to babies. 

Shit.

He couldn’t leave her standing on the porch. A beat-up old Volkswagen Beetle was parked by the curb. Did that thing even have seat belts?

He stepped back and held the door open. “Why don’t you come inside until she stops crying?”

The girl looked at him with wide eyes. Desperate eyes. “I… I don’t know…”

“Look, if I’m the father—and I’m not saying I am—you don’t expect I won’t ever want to see the kid, do you? Which means bringing her here to my house. So come inside and figure out what she wants.”

“What she wants?”

“Diaper. Food.” He cocked his head to the side. “You ever take care of a baby?”

She bit her lip. Then she shook her head. “I’m learning.”

Alexei held out his hands, cursing himself six ways to Sunday as he did. “Give her to me.”

“You? What do you know?”

“I’m the oldest of six. I know a thing or two. Now hand her over and come inside. Or stand out here and let her scream. Your choice, Bailey.”

She blinked at his use of her name. And then she handed him the baby.
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Bailey Jones doesn't know jack about babies, but she knows how much it sucks to have a deadbeat father. So when her sister drops off her newborn baby and then disappears, Bailey is ready and willing to confront anyone, including a six-foot-two, sexier-than-sin Navy SEAL sniper, and make him do his duty.

Alexei “Camel” Kamarov is not the sort of man to carelessly father a kid, but as the oldest of six, he does know a thing or two about babies. The firebrand on his doorstep might have mistakenly tagged him as the baby daddy, but Bailey is cute, and Alexei is more than willing to give her a hands-on class in Baby 101.

When a ruthless criminal comes looking for the missing sister–putting Bailey and the baby in danger–the situation escalates. Bringing them under his roof and enlisting his HOT teammates to help find Bailey's sister are easy. But as Alexei and Bailey draw closer, passions erupt and feelings tangle.

That's nothing compared to the danger lurking in the shadows–and the test that awaits them both. Bailey will need to give everything she's got to redeem Alexei's faith in love. And he'll have to move heaven and earth to save her–before someone takes her away from him for good…
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A Stranger to Love 

Alaric McLeod, Duke of Strathaven, is known as the Devil Duke for his wicked ways. Tormented by his past, Alaric knows better than to trust a woman yet finds himself ensnared by a spirited, virtuous virgin—who accuses him of a crime he didn’t commit. Is she his worst nightmare...or his salvation?




A Novice to Desire

Emma Kent is an independent country miss cast adrift in the ton. When a depraved encounter with an arrogant rake lands her in intrigue, Emma’s honor compels her to do the right thing. But desire challenges her quest for justice, and she must decide: can she trust her heart to discover the truth? 




Bound by Passion and Peril

Alaric and Emma engage in a battle of wits and will. As their attraction flares, the true enemy stalks their every move. With danger looming, will they solve the mystery and find true love before it’s too late?











PROLOGUE




As the carriage passed the massive stone gates, Alaric McLeod leaned out the window, trying to get a glimpse of his new home. It was a rare show of excitement for him. At nine, he’d already learned the value of self-discipline, of guarding his responses to the world around him. ’Twas a simple fact: what people couldn’t see, they couldn’t hurt.

Yesterday, he hadn’t flinched when his da tossed the single, ratty travelling case—the only one the McLeods owned—onto the carriage and said tonelessly, “That’s that, then. Be a good lad and no trouble to my cousin.”

He didn’t move a muscle when his stepmother bid him a cool farewell.

Yet when his younger half-brother Will cried, “Why is Alaric leaving? I want to go with him!” something hot and unexpected pushed behind his eyes.

He pushed back, forcing the heat to retreat.

“Good bye, William.” He was proud of how grown-up he sounded. “I’m the ward of a duke now, so I shan’t be returning here.” He glanced at the tidy cottage with its blooming hedgerows and vegetable garden—and the old, stupid yearning pierced him. Though his confidence wavered, he lifted his chin. “My new guardian lives in a castle. I’ll have my own bedchamber. And servants to fetch me anything I want.”

“I want to go with you,” Will insisted.

Will’s mother intervened, her arms folding protectively around her little son. She’d never once held Alaric that way. The knots in Alaric’s chest tightened—and he ignored that too. He told himself he didn’t care if his father’s new wife was young and beautiful with her shining chestnut hair and dark brown eyes—Alaric’s own mama had been more beautiful. And his stepmother was a mere milliner’s girl whereas his mother had been a true lady, the youngest daughter of an earl.

Though his mama had died when he was three, she still visited him in fragments. The fading scent of gardenias. The whisper of silk behind a closed door. Dampness upon a cheek as cool and smooth as alabaster. We don’t belong here, Alaric. We deserve better...

“You’ll stay here, Will,” the new Mrs. McLeod said firmly, “where you belong.”

Alaric understood his stepmother’s message. Truth didn’t need to be spoken aloud: he knew who belonged and who didn’t. As if to prove the point, his da came to stand behind his stepmother and half-brother. His chest chafed at the picture the three made. Brown-haired and robust, a proud, loving Scots family. He bore no resemblance to them with his black hair and awkward, gangling build, the pale skin and eyes he’d inherited from his English mama.

You’ve eyes like the blessed cat, his stepmother had once said.

Aye, he had more in common with that mangy stray than the portrait-perfect McLeods. Resentment swelled. They didn’t want him? Fine. He didn’t want to be here anyway. He hated them all—and this backward village, too. The bullies and lack-wits, offspring of farmers who would sooner start a brawl than attempt a math problem. Who’d bloody a lad’s nose just because he had a head for numbers and sums.

Da cleared his throat. “It’s time you’re off. Mustn’t keep your guardian waiting.”

Can’t wait to be rid of me, can you? The dark, swirling thoughts burst through the barriers of his control. Confusion and anger swept through him. Even as his fists balled, ice came to his rescue, flowing through his veins, numbing everything else.

Don’t let them see. They can’t hurt you.

“Yes.” His voice frosted over. “I don’t want to keep His Grace waiting.”

“I’ll miss you, Alaric.” Eyes glimmering, Will tugged on his sleeve. “You’ll come and visit soon, won’t you?”

What for? They have you. Their son...the one that matters.

“Goodbye, William,” he said flatly.

He’d boarded the carriage without looking back. What was the point? He already knew what was behind him—what mattered was looking ahead. His hands cold and clammy now, he gripped the window frame of the carriage. If his eyes stung, he told himself it was because of the dust clouds stirred up by the clattering wheels.

Put the past behind you. There’s no looking back—the future is what matters.

The dust settled and then, like magic, a vision appeared. His jaw slackened. Surrounded by lush green hills and cloudless skies, Strathmore Castle sprawled with the grace of an ancient behemoth that had fed off time itself. Sunshine gilded the stone walls, glinted off stained glass and mullioned windows. Power infused the building’s every line from the rugged towers to the sweeping wings. ’Twas a place that could ward off any attack—and provide refuge to a chosen few.

As the carriage rolled onto the circular front drive, two figures emerged from the arched entryway. The tall, black-haired man with hawkish features was Henry McLeod, the Duke of Strathaven, Alaric’s first cousin once removed and now his guardian. He’d met the duke only once before, when the latter had come to offer guardianship to one of the sons of his poor relation. Amidst the clutter of the McLeods’ cottage, the duke had seemed like a king with his fine clothes and pristine elegance. Surrounded by the wealth and power of his ancestral estate, His Grace dazzled like a god.

Beside Strathaven was the duchess, thin and slight as a sparrow, lace quivering at her breast. Alaric had never met her. He knew only that her own son had died of a fever, and she could not bear another.

When she waved her handkerchief in welcome, the ice in Alaric’s gut began to thaw. Relief trickled through him.

They want me here. I’ll belong. I’ve come…home.

His lips found the tentative shape of a smile, and he waved back with a boy’s eagerness.




***











CHAPTER ONE




Twenty-seven years later

As the strains of a waltz emerged from the orchestra, Miss Emma Kent took leave of her sister-in-law Marianne, who was chaperoning her this evening, and wove through the mirrored ballroom. Her purpose wasn’t to find a dance partner. With all the ladies eagerly convening like a kaleidoscope of butterflies upon the dance floor, she saw a prime opportunity to visit the necessary without waiting in line.

Born and bred in the country, she was practical by nature. As she nudged a path through the heavily perfumed throng, she thought—not for the first time—that the night’s endeavor was rather pointless. She didn’t belong here amongst the champagne fountains and rarefied guests. Not only did she lack the requisite blue blood, she was also too old, too independent, and too unsophisticated to attract a husband.

These were facts and did not bother her overmuch. She knew her strengths: having managed a cottage and four unruly siblings since the age of thirteen, she was resourceful, efficient, and competent in an array of skills. She loved her family dearly and had never met a man who’d made her want to relinquish her place there—or her firmly established autonomy.

Hence, marriage was not a top priority.

She had bigger, better plans.

The orchestra began to crescendo, eliciting a swell of emotion beneath her peach silk bodice. Her papa had passed over a year ago, and she still missed him with every fiber of her being. As the village schoolmaster, Samuel Kent had dedicated his life to educating the young minds of Chudleigh Crest, and he’d been the wisest man she’d ever known.

It is not living that matters, he’d taught her and her siblings, but living rightly. Follow the wisdom of your heart, and it will lead you to the truth.

The twirling dancers and opulent surroundings faded as Emma contemplated how to put her papa’s moral philosophy into action.

After their father’s death, her eldest half-brother Ambrose had insisted on moving her and their younger siblings from Chudleigh Crest to London. Emma knew that he wanted to give them opportunities not found in the country. Marianne, Ambrose’s beloved wife, had been a wealthy baroness prior to marrying into the middling class Kent family, and she was more than happy to use her social cache to give her husband’s younger siblings entrée into the ton.

Marianne had taken them in hand, polished them up. She’d put in effort and expense, and Emma hadn’t the heart to dissuade her sister-in-law’s good intentions or puncture the bubbling excitement of her younger sisters Dorothea, Violet, and Polly, who’d taken to city life like ducks to water. Tonight was Emma’s first outing in the beau monde, and she was supposed to set a good example for her sisters, who would soon be introduced to Society as well.

She didn’t want to let her family down...but she didn’t want to be here either. For she’d already discovered her true passion; the problem was how to gain her older brother’s support for her plans. As she contemplated the conundrum, she passed through the arched entryway and suddenly tripped, gasping as she hurtled forward. She braced for impact—collided with something firm and solid...

Blinking, she found herself staring up at the countenance of a ruthless god.

She was far from being a fanciful sort, yet there was no other way to describe the stranger with the dark, gleaming black hair and face sculpted with savage perfection. He looked to be in his thirties, his edges chiseled by jaded experience. He had high cheekbones, a blade of a nose, his chin and jaw arrogantly jutting. Beneath the dark slashes of his brows, his eyes were a startling shade of silvery jade, fringed by the thickest, longest eyelashes she’d ever seen on a gentleman. She stared, mesmerized.

Those arresting eyes narrowed. The brooding mouth twisted into a cynical smile.

“If you wanted to dance, pet, you might try asking.”

The deep, mocking tones held a faint lilt, something not entirely English. Then the words themselves penetrated her dazed brain. With dawning horror, Emma realized that she’d literally fallen into the stranger’s arms—and he thought she’d done so on purpose. That she was deliberately throwing herself at him!

Mortified, she tried to disentangle herself. “Let me go.”

“Easy there,” he drawled.

His scent permeated her senses, a blend of wood spice and soap that was ineffably masculine. His muscular arms surrounded her, held her closer than any man ever had. Placing her hands against his silver grey waistcoat, she pushed to no avail. Even through the layers of fabric, his chest felt as hard and unyielding as a slab of marble.

Immobilized, she became aware of his heartbeat, the strong rhythm surging beneath her palm. Its dominant cadence flowed into her, overtaking her own wild pulse, harnessing it. Her eyes drew to the sensual curve of his mouth, and her insides gave a strange flutter. Liquid awareness rushed from her center.

With growing panic, she struggled and said, “Release me at once!”

“If you insist.”

His hold loosened at the same time that she shoved against him with all her might. She toppled backward in a cascade of silk, landing with a thud on the hallway floor. The wind knocked out of her, she tried to gather her breath and the remnants of her dignity.

“Need help?” he inquired.

He towered over her, his broad shoulders tapering to a lean torso and narrow hips. Nary a wrinkle marred his elegant black and white evening wear. His cravat was a study in perfection, a large emerald winking in its snowy folds.

Flustered, she swatted a loose dark curl out of her eyes. “Not from the likes of you.”

His expression turned sardonic. “Just so you know, these ploys of yours have been tried before, and they won’t work with me. I don’t play with innocent misses. The untied slipper ribbon?” He glanced pointedly at her left slipper, where the peach satin lace indeed dangled undone. “’Tis the oldest debutante trick in the book, sweet.”

His mind-boggling arrogance rendered her speechless. Before she could unknot her tongue to give him a proper set down, he swept her a mocking bow, and his tall, virile form disappeared into the ballroom.

Emma stared after him. Unbelievable.

He embodied everything she disliked about the upper classes: superiority and sophistication, contempt toward those deemed below their notice. A man such as this was guided not by morality or purpose but his own jaded amusement and self-gratification. Fuming, she rose and dusted herself off.

The bounder. That better be the last I see of him.




*




An hour passed in which, thankfully, Emma saw no more of the rude stranger. The event had turned into a crush, however, and the ballroom was more sweltering than ever. When she saw her sister-in-law swamped by a circle of admirers, she took the opportunity to get some air, escaping through the French-style doors that led into Lady Buckley’s famed maze garden.

Outside, she inhaled deeply, the jasmine-scented night air invigorating her senses, and she couldn’t resist wandering farther into the empty garden. Her skirts whispered over the manicured grass as she followed the winding wall of hedges, her pearl-studded reticule swinging from her gloved fingers.

Surrounded by moonlit darkness, she continued to mull over her dilemma: how could she convince her brother to let her join the family business?

The seeds of her destiny had been sown when Ambrose’s private enquiry firm, Kent and Associates, suffered a fire several months ago. Luckily, no one had been injured, but the entire office had needed to be rebuilt. Seeing the strain the situation put on her brother, she’d offered to help organize the new premises; besieged by so many responsibilities, he’d gratefully accepted. With her trademark energy, she’d set about getting everything shipshape, and even after the dust had settled, she’d stayed on to assist the clerk, Mr. Hobson, with the day-to-day tasks.

It felt good to help. She liked supporting Ambrose and his business partners, Mr. Lugo and Mr. McLeod, in their noble enterprise. Then, last week, an astonishing event had occurred, making her destiny bloom into vivid clarity before her eyes.

She’d brought tea to Mrs. Kendrick, an anxious widow returning for the third time in as many days. The lady had tearfully shared that she was losing hope that her lost engagement ring, a memento of her beloved husband, would ever be found. Filled with empathy, Emma had asked the other a few questions—and the conversation had unexpectedly led to the recovery of said ring! Mrs. Kendrick’s joyful gratitude had filled Emma with satisfaction, a momentous sense of achievement. Then and there, she’d had twin revelations.

First, Kent and Associates needed a female investigator.

Second, she was the woman for the job.

Emma reasoned that she would bring a unique and valuable perspective to the work of detection. In the case of Mrs. Kendrick, she’d instantly suspected a culprit whom neither Ambrose nor his male colleagues had considered.

Moreover, Ambrose always said that success in investigation relied upon observation, deduction, and creative thinking. Emma had raised four younger siblings, all of whom claimed—ruefully—that she had eyes in the back of her head. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d figured out the location of a missing hair ribbon or boot lace or resolved some knotty household problem. And when times had been lean for the family, she’d relied on ingenuity and determination to see them all through.

Emma knew she had the skills to succeed as an investigator.

Yet how could she persuade her overprotective older brother of her plan’s merits? It was one thing for Ambrose to let her assist in mundane office tasks—and it would be quite another for him to agree to train her as an investigator. What would it take to prove her worth to him and his partners? Perhaps if she were to solve another case, demonstrate her initiative and resourceful nature...

A noise cut through her musings. With a start, she realized that she had meandered deep into the heart of the labyrinth. She heard a murmur from around the next bend—then a cry scraped the night. Heart pounding, she instinctively backed against the nearest hedge, twigs and leaves prickling the exposed skin between her shoulder blades. She waited in the shadows, breath held.

Voices emerged from the other side of the leafy barrier.

“Are you going to hurt me?” a female voice said tremulously.

“I’m going to do whatever I want. And you’re going to enjoy it.”

The coolly arrogant statement jolted Emma. The hairs on her nape shivered to attention, her palms growing clammy within her gloves. Dear God, she knew that deep male voice with the faint lilt.

“Please, I beg of you,” the lady whimpered.

“You like to beg, don’t you? Perhaps if I’m in the mood later, I’ll have you do so...on your knees.”

At the silky menace of the words, Emma’s eyes widened. What did the fiend intend to do? With shaking hands, she searched for a gap in the foliage. There was none. Only dark leaves in the dark night—an impenetrable wall to accompany the sudden, taut silence. Emma’s senses strained for any hint, any sign of what was happening on the other side. Her pulse skittered; her thoughts raced.

Should I call for help—who will hear me out here? Mayhap I should run for assistance?

A feminine plea rent the night. “Oh God. Please, Strathaven, I can’t bear it—”

Dear Lord, I have to do something. The bounder is assaulting her!

Fear for the woman’s safety propelled Emma into action. She dashed to the other side of the hedge; her frantic gaze landed on the pair by the gazebo. In the silvery moonlight, their profile formed a terrifying tableau. A tall, slim redhead stood trapped against a column, her hands bound above her head. A blindfold covered her eyes, the black silk a wicked contrast to the whiteness of her face and throat, her heaving bosom. A broad-shouldered man towered over her, his hand fisted in her skirts—

“Stop, you blackguard!” Emma cried, rushing at him.

“What the devil—”

He swung around just in time for her reticule to connect with his jaw. His head snapped to the side; he stumbled back with an oath.

Emma wasted no time. She ran to the woman, tore off the blindfold. “I’ll get you out of here!”

“Who are you? What are you doing?” The lady’s frantic blue eyes darted around the clearing. “Be quiet or someone will hear you!”

Emma had to stand on tiptoe to reach the lady’s wrists. She succeeded in untying the rope, which slithered to the ground, coiling like a snake in the grass. A sardonic voice emerged from behind her.

“You again,” he said.

Emma pivoted as the stranger advanced toward her, rubbing his jaw. Only now he wasn’t a stranger—the lady had called him Strathaven...a lord of some sort? She regretted not paying attention to Marianne’s review of Debrett’s Peerage. It was best to know one’s enemy.

Emma’s skin prickled as Strathaven’s gaze roved over her, his icy, intense eyes penetrating her layer by layer. Palpitations gripped her heart. No one had ever looked at her this way before. Had ever made her feel this exposed and bared…Shaking off the alien sensation, she pulled her shoulders back and stood at her full height. Unfortunately, he dwarfed her by nearly a foot; she had to tip her head back to meet his gaze.

“Take one more step, and I’ll scream,” she warned.

Given the volume of the orchestra and party as well as the present location deep in the garden, she thought it unlikely that her cry for help would be noticed. She prayed the rogue wouldn’t realize it.

“Oh?” One black brow lifted. “Who do you think will hear you?”

Dash it. “I have extremely capable lungs,” she informed him.

“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.” His lips gave a faint twitch, drawing her attention to the hard line of his mouth and the faint grooves that bracketed it. “Well, pet, you have succeeded in getting my attention, I’ll grant you that.”

The nerve of the man. “Of all the arrogant, asinine—”

“Please keep your voice down.” The lady inserted herself between them. “I beg of you, Miss…?”

“My name is Emma Kent. And you needn’t be afraid because I witnessed everything.” Emma angled her chin up. “I shall be happy to provide testimony to the magistrates.”

“The magistrates? You mustn’t,” the lady gasped.

“The scoundrel was attacking you. Of course I must.”

“Attacking her? Why would I do such a thing?” To her disbelief, Strathaven gave a harsh laugh. “Do you know who I am, Miss Kent?”

“I don’t care who you are. Your rank doesn’t exempt you from rules of conduct, my lord,” Emma retorted hotly.

“Your Grace.”

“What?”

“Your Grace is how one addresses a duke.”

She gritted her teeth at his cool correction. “The point is, Your Grace, I heard you assaulting this lady and—”

“You have no idea what you heard.” The duke’s mouth formed a humorless smile. “Now run along, pet, and leave us be.”

Pet? As if she were a spaniel trained to do his bidding? Before she could summon a scathing reply, the lady gripped her arm.

“Strathaven is right,” the redhead pleaded. “Nothing happened.”

“But he tied you up and was about to...hurt you.” Had the rogue meant to beat the woman—rape her? Both? Quelling a shudder, Emma said, “If you’re afraid, you needn’t be. My brother is a former member of the Thames River Police, and he knows the Chief Magistrate of Bow Street personally—”

“No.” Her face draining of color, the lady whispered, “I implore you, Miss Kent. If anyone catches wind of this, I’ll be ruined. Lord Osgood, my husband…he’ll never forgive me.” Her voice hitched on a sob. “There cannot be a scandal.”

“Surely if you explain to your husband—”

“My reputation will be destroyed. I would rather die.” Tears streamed down Lady Osgood’s beautiful face, her fingers digging painfully into Emma’s flesh. “If you truly wish to help me, swear on everything you hold dear that you’ll never breathe word of this matter.”

Emma hesitated, darted a glance at Strathaven. He’d propped one velvet-clad shoulder against a gazebo post, his pose utterly unconcerned. Frustration smoldered in her chest. It wasn’t fair that Lady Osgood had to worry about her reputation whilst he didn’t have to answer for his misdeeds. Why should he get away with assault just because he was a man—a duke?

’Twas injustice of the worst sort.

“Promise me, Miss Kent.” Lady Osgood fell to her knees.

Shocked, Emma tried to pull the other up. “Please don’t—”

“I shan’t move until you give me your word.” More tears slid over the lady’s sculpted cheekbones, her lips trembling. “If you don’t, I shall be forced to do something drastic. I’d rather end it all than—”

“I won’t tell anyone,” Emma said desperately. “Please get up.”

“Truly?” Lady Osgood whispered. “You swear it—on everything you hold dear?”

With lingering reluctance, Emma gave a nod.

Lady Osgood rose, her gaze flitting to Strathaven. Emma couldn’t decipher the duke’s expression. What hold did he have over the lady? Would he threaten or hurt her in the future?

“Stay away from her,” Emma warned, “or I will see justice done.”

Lightning flashed in the duke’s gaze, his expression that of a wrathful god ready to wage war. The air seemed to crackle with his aggression. Swiftly, Emma took Lady Osgood by the arm and dragged her back toward the house. As they traversed the twisting maze, Emma’s heart thudded, sweat dampening her unmentionables even as she kept a quick, determined pace.

With an adversary like Strathaven, it was best to keep going and never look back.




***











CHAPTER TWO




“You’re not angry with me, are you, darling?” a husky feminine voice asked.

Alaric James Alexander McLeod, the eighth Duke of Strathaven, cast a cool glance over at Lady Clara Osgood. They were alone in his private cottage in St. John’s Wood, and she was naked, waiting on her hands and knees on the black satin sheets. For their mutual pleasure, he’d kept her in that pose while he disrobed. He was taking his time about it, noting how she shivered at the sound of his garments being removed, her bottom angling subtly and suggestively higher in the air.

Clara enjoyed assuming an obedient role in their bed sport. As he was an unquestionably dominant lover, this had made for a good fit...for a while, at least. He was aware of his restlessness, the ennui that remained untouched by the games he and Clara played. Less than a month into their affaire, he was already tiring of her company.

“Why would I be angry?” he inquired.

“Because of what happened in Lady Buckley’s garden.” Looking over her bare shoulder, Clara aimed a pout at him. “How could I have predicted that our game would be interrupted by a countrified chit? And I could hardly admit it was a game—I do have my reputation to protect.”

“Appearances are everything,” he said in sardonic tones.

He didn’t fault Clara for not spelling out the truth of the situation to the intrepid interloper. His first marriage had taught him not to expect integrity from the fair sex. Although Laura had been dead for over two years, her shining blond hair and beautiful, spiteful face blazed in his mind’s eye before he snuffed the image out. The past was done with, and he would never repeat those mistakes again.

It had been foolish of him to be lured out into the garden by Clara and her little “surprise.” He’d let boredom get the better of him. Jaded curiosity had prompted him to see just how far she’d go to incite his lust. In truth, he hadn’t been all that impressed or aroused by her antics. Ropes and blindfolds—symbols only, with no inherent appeal. Not when the heart of challenge was missing.

For Clara had no real spirit to submit…unlike Emma Kent.

From the moment she’d tumbled into him, the obstinate miss had captured his attention. It wasn’t just her looks, which were fresh and wholesomely pretty rather than beautiful in any classical sense. Her dark sable tresses complemented her cameo skin and clean features. Her eyes were a sparkling, clear brown and had a slight feline tilt at the corners. Petite and curvy, she’d felt soft as a kitten, too.

The memory sizzled through his blood. Aye, she was a toothsome lass, but more than that it had been the way she’d melted, for an instant, in his arms. That moment of exquisite, instinctive surrender—which he’d wager his stables on that she hadn’t even recognized as such—had betrayed unplumbed depths of feminine passion.

He’d turned hard immediately.

Yet he wasn’t a fool. He’d learned long ago to stay away from virgins.

A good thing, too. As fate would have it, he knew of Miss Kent’s brother and his private enquiry firm. From all accounts, Ambrose Kent was an honorable fellow and a true crusader for justice. It seemed the apple didn’t fall far from the family tree. Miss Kent practically gleamed with virtue, her “rescue” of Clara both valiant and reckless.

Assaulting Clara, indeed.

For an instant, he considered what might happen if Miss Kent followed through with her threat to report him to the magistrates. He dismissed the notion. No miss would go so far as to involve herself in a scandal. In his experience, women had a habit of saying one thing and doing another. She wouldn’t dare take him on—he was a duke.

You’re nothing. A deficient weakling. How I regret taking you in.

With indifference borne of habit, Alaric brushed aside the old duke’s scorn. Instead, he imagined the magistrates’ reaction if Miss Kent did go to them with her half-baked accusations, and his lips curled with derision. They would laugh their heads off to hear a sexual game being reported as a crime. The chit’s innocence was absurd...and perversely intriguing. As he removed his trousers, his erection bobbed in agreement. His smile grew self-mocking.

Wasn’t it just like him to get aroused by defiance?

“Strathaven.” Clara’s throaty plea drew him back to the task at hand. “How long are you going to make me wait? I’m mad for you, darling.”

“Do you get to dictate events?” he said.

“No. Are you going to...punish me?”

He didn’t miss the hopeful edge to her question. Nor the way her slim thighs trembled, spreading wider to show him the swollen lips of her sex. Fully disrobed, he went to the bed. He drew a finger through her soaked thatch, and Clara arched her spine, moaning.

“What did you have in mind?” he inquired.

“Well, I have been naughty.” Tossing her red curls over her shoulder, she fluttered her eyelashes at him. “A spanking, perhaps?”

Because she asked, he would not indulge her. He could have concocted his own version of retribution for Clara, a way to extend their sexual play, but he found he didn’t have the desire to draw things out tonight. She was wet and ready. He gripped her narrow hips, pushed her knees farther apart, and drove his cock into her cunt as she squealed in surprise.

He regulated the tempo of fucking. He knew what Clara liked; after all, she made little secret of it, being as noisy during the act as he was silent. As she begged for harder and deeper, he kept his thrusts measured and shallow, holding her climax from her, building it with methodical precision. As his body mastered Clara’s, his mind was drawn inexorably back to Miss Kent.

Her simple dress had clung with subtle eroticism to her curves, its blush color evoking images of the skin beneath the fabric. His pulse quickened as he imagined her enticingly full breasts beneath him, jiggling as he plowed her. Her nipples would be a plump dusky rose to match her impudent lips. Gripping her sweetly rounded hips, he would tame her with pleasure, pound her tight, wet quim until she screamed her surrender…

The pressure in his bollocks startled him. A warning sizzle shot up his shaft.

“Yes, ram me with your big cock!” Moaning, Clara ground against him, meeting his thrusts. “I’m going to spend—”

What would Miss Kent be like in her crisis? Would she beg for her release? More likely than not the little termagant would demand it. Well, if she was a good lass, he would give it to her. He saw her big brown eyes melting with desire, heard her breathless voice chanting his name as he drilled himself inside her snug sheath, deeper and deeper still, taking what was his, what she’d never given to any man before...

He gritted his teeth, held on until his partner reached her zenith. Only then did he join her, shuddering, biting back an involuntary groan. He disengaged himself moments later, physically spent...and flummoxed by his fantasy. By its nature and intensity.

Emma Kent is trouble. Put her out of your mind.

He exhaled and forced himself to do just that.

Tying on his robe, he went to pour himself his routine nightcap. The single dram of Tobermary whiskey before bed was an indulgence. He’d suffered from a digestive ailment in his youth, and physicians had diagnosed him with everything from sensitive nerves to an imbalance of humors. One quack had gone so far as to accuse him of faking his symptoms.

That verdict had earned Alaric countless beatings from the old duke, followed by periods of enforced starvation to rid him of his “deviousness.”

That hadn’t helped his illness.

It wasn’t until after his guardian’s death that he’d managed to conquer the disease. At Oxford, he’d met a pugilism instructor who’d not only helped him to hone his physical condition but also placed him on a diet used by fighters to build muscle and endurance. To this day, Alaric’s daily regimen included exercise and eating healthful foods.

He’d be damned if he lost control over his body—over his life—ever again.

Clara raised herself languidly against the headboard, stretching like a cat. “After a tup like that, I need something more fortifying than ratafia,” she said with sultry satisfaction. “I believe I’ll join you in that nasty stuff you prefer.”

Wordlessly, he brought her a glass. As Clara sipped on her whiskey, he settled into the leather wingback by the fire. Clara’s main drawback was her tendency to linger after their purpose together was done.

“What did you think of Miss Kent?” she said.

Though the muscles of his belly tensed, Alaric flicked a glance over. “Not much.”

“I found her rather amusing myself. A provincial little mouse and Good Samaritan rolled into one.” Clara’s smile had a razor’s edge. “Do you know that she continued to pester me about reporting you to the magistrates?”

This didn’t surprise him. Miss Kent had struck him as both virtuous and determined: a troublesome combination if ever there was one.

“I’m sure you managed to dissuade her. Your turn as the browbeaten wife was quite affecting. Comparable to the great Mrs. Siddons, I should say.”

“’Twas no act. Osgood is frightfully afraid of scandal,” Clara said petulantly. “He doesn’t care what I do—only that no one knows about it. He’s such a bore.”

“Who makes up for it with jewels and a generous allowance.” Alaric’s lips twisted in a cynical smile. “You signed on for your marriage, my dear.”

Clara made a moue. Finishing her drink, she strutted naked over to the cabinet of spirits. His brows raised as she helped herself to another generous helping of the whiskey and tossed it back. Good God, he hoped she didn’t plan on getting a trifle disguised. He would never be rid of her then.

Clara dribbled more amber liquid into her glass, spilling some in the process. “Speaking of marriage, how is your wife hunting coming along?”

“Fine,” he said curtly.

“All those ladies pining to be the next bride of the Devil Duke.” Clara waved her glass drunkenly. “They’re even willing to accept your scandalous requirements.”

In his rounds of the marriage mart, he’d made his prerequisite clear: no virgins need apply. Nothing was more deceptive than innocence, and he wasn’t going to replicate the disaster of his first marriage. This time, there would be no talk of love, an emotion that he neither wished for nor was capable of. His next duchess would be worldly, prepared to give him what he wanted: an heir and complete obedience—in and out of bed. In return, she would want for nothing, would have everything his wealth and status could provide.

A fair exchange, all in all.

Alaric flicked lint off the sleeve of his robe. “I believe in making expectations clear.”

I’ll not be betrayed again.

“You’re quite the challenge, you know. Rich, handsome—and then there’s that legendary cold heart of yours. All the ladies dream of making you fall in love with them.”

“Do they?” he said indifferently.

Clara smirked. “They don’t know the hot-blooded man I know.”

Actually, she didn’t know him at all. He didn’t bother to disabuse her of the notion.

“The topic grows tiresome.” His temples were becoming tight.

“I wish I wasn’t married to Osgood,” Clara said suddenly. “Then I’d be free to marry you.”

Alaric stilled in his seat, the ticking of the ormolu clock uncomfortably loud in the silence. He did not wish to show her disrespect, but he would not lie. The possibility had never crossed his mind.

Clara’s brittle laugh broke the silence. “Don’t look so horrified, Strathaven—I was just jesting. I have no need of another husband. Speaking of whom,” she said, her words slurring, “I still have a few hours before Osgood returns home from his evening’s depravity.”

Alaric had no desire to couple again with her tonight. It struck him that he felt more than tired. He was oddly off-balance, his mind cloudy. His stomach suddenly churned, and the sharp, familiar wrenching cut short his breath. Memories flooded him: bedclothes twisted and damp with his disgrace, the stifling sickroom, vile medicines poured down his throat…

What the devil? It can’t be. I haven’t been ill in years.

Fighting panic, he blinked at his glass. The crystal facets winked in a dizzying manner. The whiskey? It had never affected him this way before. His forehead burned; his palms were clammy.

“Strathaven, I don’t...feel well...”

He could barely make out Clara’s mumbled words. Her image suddenly split into two, a disorienting blur of red hair and lips. Her arm swept out, knocking the whiskey decanter to the ground with a smash. She followed, collapsing in a heap.

“Clara!” Alaric stumbled to his feet. He took one step, and pain tore at his midsection, the world spinning. The floor hurtled up toward him, and he tumbled into a pit of darkness.




*




A gull’s shrill cry stirred him.

Sleepily, Alaric burrowed deeper into the sandy mattress. He was in his cave, the secret grotto he’d discovered along the loch’s sandy shores, and here he was safe. Here, the illness that twisted his stomach into agonizing knots, that weakened his muscles and earned him the duke’s disgust, seemed to fade for a short while.

Alone, things were better.

But the duchess…she would worry. Flit about her gilt and velvet-lined sitting room like a canary trapped in a cage. He felt her small hands fluttering over his hot forehead and cheeks, bathing him in cool water. Making it better. Making it worse…

Mama, why did you leave me? Da, why did you make me go?

Seabirds shrieked—or was it Laura? Her tantrums lashed at him even in his cave, no escape from her mad accusations, her volatile behavior. God, he wanted only to rest, yet her screaming grew louder—

He jolted awake, blinking. No Laura and not the loch…a room? The cottage—why was he lying on the floor? The ormolu clock was chirping with mad insistence. He drew his hands over his face, and they came away slick with sweat. Groggily, he pushed himself to sitting, orienting himself. His gaze circled the room—and shock slammed into him.

“Clara?” He stumbled to his feet. Staggered over.

She lay splayed on the floor like a washed up mermaid, her hair a stiff red fan littered with shards of the decanter. Her wide, unblinking eyes stared up at him. She didn’t respond—it was clear she never would.




***











CHAPTER THREE




Two days later, Emma left her bedchamber just after dawn. Living in Town hadn’t changed her habit of rising with the sun. Unfortunately, she felt less than bright-eyed; for the last two nights, her sleep had been plagued by vague, menacing dreams. In the light of day, the worries took explicit shape.

Was I right not to report Strathaven to the proper authorities? What if something happens to Lady Osgood? By keeping silent, am I colluding with a terrible injustice?

Anxiety quickened her pulse, yet there was nothing she could do about it now. She’d given Lady Osgood her promise, and a Kent never went back on her word. She could only pray that she’d chosen the right course of action.

Releasing a breath, Emma descended the sweeping staircase. The tranquil house meant that her three younger sisters were still asleep; since moving into Ambrose and Marianne’s Mayfair residence, Dorothea, Violet, and Polly had adapted quickly to their new lives. Emma couldn’t say the same. As she passed the priceless paintings and exotic furnishings, she felt as out of place as a tin cup next to a fine Limoges setting.

On the first floor, she stopped to greet the maids who were dusting and polishing the immaculate atrium. The maids chimed “Good mornin’, Miss Kent” in unison and bobbed curtsies. When she’d first moved in, Emma had made the mistake of trying to pitch in with the household tasks. Idle hands performed the devil’s work, after all, and she was used to maintaining her family’s home.

It had taken Marianne’s gentle admonition to make Emma see that her behavior was having the opposite of its intended effect. She was actually upsetting the staff, who took her actions to mean that they were not doing their jobs properly.

Horrified, Emma had stopped the lifelong habit of making her own bed. She’d allowed a maid to be assigned to her to help her dress and do her hair. And she never offered to help Chef Arnaud with meal preparations again.

To her, leisure was a foreign concept and one that, frankly, did not sit well. She had no idea how upper class ladies managed all that free time. Thank goodness she had Kent and Associates. She would go mad if she didn’t have a meaningful purpose and something to do.

When she entered the breakfast room, Ambrose looked up from the sideboard. Marriage suited her big brother well. Emma saw his wife’s hand in the simple yet fashionable charcoal cutaway and trousers perfectly tailored to his tall, lanky frame. His unruly dark hair had been wrangled into an expert cut. Most importantly, where haggard lines had once aged his appearance, he now looked younger, happier, his amber eyes warm with contentment.

That, Emma thought with gratitude, had been Marianne’s true gift.

“Good morning, Em,” he said. “You’re up early.”

“No earlier than you.” She joined him at the buffet, eyeing the bewildering display of breakfast options.

The Kents hadn’t always lived a life of luxury. Before he met Marianne, Ambrose had worked in London, supporting the entire family on a policeman’s wages whilst Emma managed the cottage back in Chudleigh Crest. For years, she and her brother had been a team, together taking care of their elderly father and younger brother and sisters.

As if sharing that memory, Ambrose gave her a rueful smile. “It still takes getting used to, doesn’t it?”

She didn’t need to ask what he meant. “Yes, it does.” Taking a plate, she chose some coddled eggs and said thoughtfully, “The girls are doing well with the new comforts, though. Thea’s health has improved, and Violet is excelling in her riding and dance lessons. Even Polly is flourishing.” She experienced a glad pang thinking of how their shy sixteen-year-old sister, the baby of the family, was coming out of her shell. “She’s delighted to be reunited with Rosie, who gives her confidence, I think.”

Primrose—Rosie to all who loved her—was Marianne’s daughter from a youthful affair. It was the search for Rosie that had brought Ambrose and Marianne together eight years ago. While all the Kents thought of Rosie as one of their own, Rosie and Polly shared a special bond. They were of the same age and had been devoted to one another since their first meeting.

“Rosie certainly has confidence to spare.” Though his tone was dry, the smile in Ambrose’s eyes spoke of his love for his spirited adopted daughter. “But there’s someone else you’ve yet to account for.”

Emma took the chair that the footman held out. “Well, Harry is Cambridge’s problem now. I’d wager it’s a great deal safer for him to be tinkering in their laboratories than here.”

Their younger brother had gone off to university the year before. An aspiring scientist, he had quickly established himself as a bit of a genius. Professors lauded the dear boy’s tendency to blow things to smithereens. He was spending the summer abroad, at the Université de Paris, learning advanced techniques from a famous French chemist.

“I shudder to think of Harry’s expanding arsenal,” Ambrose said as he cut into his ham. “But I wasn’t referring to the lad.”

Emma’s brow furrowed. “Who, then?”

“You, Em. You haven’t said much about that ball two nights ago.”

Beneath her brother’s scrutiny, Emma tried not to squirm. That was the thing about Ambrose: he didn’t miss a thing. He’d always said that, as an investigator, his main job was to observe and let the truth reveal itself. Images bombarded Emma—Lady Osgood helpless and bound to the gazebo, Strathaven, ducal and menacing—and she quickly dammed them off.

You made Lady Osgood a promise. A Kent’s word is her bond.

Ambrose requested fresh coffee from the footman. The latter left the room with the well-trained discretion that characterized all of Marianne’s staff.

“That bad, was it?” Ambrose said when they were alone.

Emma heard the undertone of sympathy in his deep voice. He, of all people, understood the challenges of living in a world in which one did not fully belong. Ambrose attended ton affairs without complaint because he loved his wife. It didn’t mean, however, that he liked them.

“It was memorable,” Emma said truthfully.

For an instant, she was tempted to tell her brother everything—but Lady Osgood’s hysterical threats rang in her head. She had given her word and couldn’t risk the other doing something foolish.

Swallowing, she said, “The truth is that I’d much rather go to work with you than to any ball. Shall we leave soon? There’s much to do and—”

“About that. We need to talk, Em.” Ambrose cleared his throat and set down his utensils. “You’ve been a marvel, and the partners and I are extremely appreciative for all you’ve done to help us recover from the fire. But a young woman like yourself shouldn’t be holed up in an office. You’ve known enough burdens, caring for the family all these years. I want more for you. Now is the time for you to enjoy yourself, to find happiness—”

“I know what I need to be happy,” she blurted out.

“Do you now?”

Her heart pounded. Ready or not, she had to lay out her proposal.

No time like the present—follow the wisdom of your heart.

“I want to work with you. As an investigator, I mean,” she said in a rush.

It wasn’t often that she saw Ambrose flummoxed. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’ve never been more serious. With the new office and growing clientele, you need help. And I,”—she gave her brother a pleading look—“I need a purpose.”

“You have plenty to do.” Ambrose sounded bewildered. “You look after the girls.”

“They’re grown. They don’t need me like they once did.” Sorrow flickered at the reality. “They have lessons and fittings and outings to occupy their time now. When it comes to fashionable ways, Marianne is a far better mentor than I.”

“Then spend your time meeting eligible gentlemen. Don’t you want a husband, Em, one you could have your own family with?”

“I’ve not met a man whose morals I truly admire,” she said honestly. “If I were to marry, I would want a husband who shared my values and treated me as an equal partner.”

All her life, she’d looked up to her father and brother, men of principle and character who were devoted to their families. Although Ambrose had wed a wealthy woman, marriage hadn’t altered his essential nature. He continued to work, no longer out of necessity but because he believed in the pursuit of justice. His pride was such that when his office had burned down, he’d refused to take Marianne’s money to rebuild it. He’d gone from one lender to the next, trying to secure a reasonable loan. Just as things had begun to look hopeless, he’d received backing from Hilliard Bank.

’Twas proof, he’d said, that perseverance was the key to success.

“That’s because you haven’t met enough eligible gentlemen,” was Ambrose’s predictable reply. “You’ve been so busy taking care of everyone else that you haven’t had time to think of yourself.”

“Even so, the fact remains that I’m hardly marriage material.” Prosaically, she counted off the points against her on her fingers. “I’m managing, forthright, not to mention practically on the shelf—”

“You’re only four-and-twenty!”

“In the ton, that makes me a spinster. Please, Ambrose,” she beseeched, “won’t you at least consider letting me join the family business?”

Ambrose sat back in his chair, his features somber. “It’s one thing for you to organize the office, another for you to engage in my line of work. It’s not as if I’m a greengrocer, and you’d be helping me to sell lettuce. The private enquiry business is fraught with peril. I won’t risk exposing you to danger, Em.”

“I helped with Mrs. Kendrick, didn’t I?” she said desperately.

“That was an anomaly. Most cases aren’t solved by giving an emetic to a ring-eating cat,” her brother said in exasperation.

Yes, but Emma had been the only one to suspect Snowball, Mrs. Kendrick’s long-haired Persian. Having cared for cats herself, she knew all about their penchant for gobbling up shiny objects. Tabitha, her own feline, had once swallowed a brooch; its removal had not been pretty, and for days after Tabitha had given her sour looks.

Thinking quickly, she said, “What if I only worked with elderly ladies and widows? How much trouble could I get into?”

Her brother gave her a baleful look. “Your question reveals your innocence.”

“You can supervise, and I’ll do whatever—”

“No, Emma. I cannot allow it.”

She opened her mouth to argue further, but the door opened.

“Good morning.” Pitt, the butler, bowed. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but you have a caller, sir.”

Ambrose frowned. “At this hour?”

“It’s Mr. McLeod. He says it’s urgent.”

“Send him in,” Ambrose said.

Frustrated, Emma knew the conversation thus far was going as badly as she’d feared. Perhaps the arrival of William McLeod, one of her brother’s business partners, would be a good thing. Emma knew Mr. McLeod to be a fair and reasonable man. He’d praised her work at the office. Mayhap she could convince him to take her side...

The spacious breakfast room seemed to shrink as the brawny Scotsman strode in. Mr. McLeod was as tall as Ambrose and more muscular besides. Despite his fierce, outsized exterior, the ex-soldier was a gentleman. The Kents had supped at Mr. McLeod’s home, and he was clearly a devoted husband to his wife Annabel and doting father to their two children.

Today, however, Mr. McLeod’s handsome, rugged features were set in severe lines. An air of agitated energy emanated from him. His thick brown hair mussed, he gripped a newspaper in one hand. Emma knew something was wrong when the typically polite Scotsman barely scraped her a bow before going straight to Ambrose.

“What’s amiss, McLeod?” her brother said.

“I need your help,” the Scot blurted, shoving the newspaper forward.

Ambrose took the paper, shook it out. His eyes narrowed as he scanned the lines. “Dear God,” he said under his breath. He aimed an alert glance at his partner. “You’ve spoken to Strathaven?”

Emma jerked in her chair. Strathaven? What is going on?

Mr. McLeod raked a hand through his hair as he paced back and forth. “No. He and I—we haven’t talked in months. But I bluidy well know he didn’t do this.”

Do what? Emma’s sense of foreboding burgeoned. How is Mr. McLeod acquainted with the duke?

“We’ll go to him now.” Ambrose left the paper on the table, clapped his partner on the shoulder. “We’ll offer our assistance and do whatever we can to help.”

“Thank you, my friend. I hope it’ll be enough,” Mr. McLeod said heavily.

As the men made arrangements for the carriage to be brought round, Emma went and snatched up the paper. Shock jolted through her as the headline swam before her eyes:

DEVIL DUKE DISCOVERED WITH MURDERED WOMAN.

“Oh no,” she whispered.

Mr. McLeod turned swiftly. “It’s naught but circumstantial evidence and conjecture, Miss Kent. Just because Lady Osgood was found with Strathaven doesn’t mean that he—”

“But it’s true. I know it is,” she said through numb lips.

Guilt and horror swirled inside her. This is my fault. Lady Osgood is dead...because of me. Because I didn’t do the right thing...

“What are you talking about, Em?” Ambrose’s tones pierced her dazed state. “And why are you pale as a ghost?”

She took a shaky breath, gripping the back of a chair. Whatever promise she’d made to Lady Osgood was null and void. The lady was dead...there was no more need for secrets.

I failed her once. I cannot fail her again.

“Ambrose, we need to go to the magistrates,” she said, her voice trembling.

“What? Why?” Her brother frowned.

“I have proof,”—she pushed the words through her constricted throat—“that Strathaven did indeed kill Lady Osgood.”

“The devil you say.”

Her gaze bounced to Mr. McLeod. Gone was the good-natured gentleman she knew. In his place was a fierce Scotsman who looked ready to do battle.

She exhaled. “I witnessed an incident. Two nights ago, between Strathaven and the victim.”

“Give her a chance to explain, McLeod.” Ambrose’s tone held an edge of warning.

William McLeod nodded, but the fire didn’t leave his eyes. “Go ahead and explain then, Miss Kent,” he said grimly. “Tell us why you would accuse my brother of murder.”




***











CHAPTER FOUR




“You have visitors, Your Grace.”

At the sound of Jarvis’ voice, Alaric’s deerhounds, Phobos and Deimos, stirred from where they lay dozing by the fire. They cocked their grey, grizzled heads; noting no promise of food or an outdoor romp, they settled back onto the plush Aubusson. At his desk, Alaric put down the mining report that he’d been reading to distract himself from darker thoughts and gave his ancient butler a hard stare. Stooped and wrinkled, Jarvis returned his regard with unconcerned eyes.

“I gave you instructions to say that I’m not at home,” Alaric said.

“I thought you might want to make an exception in this case.” The old retainer’s weathered face was set in its usual imperturbable lines. “’Tis Mr. McLeod who has come to call, and I’ve put him in the main drawing room.”

William. Just bloody perfect. As if I don’t have enough to plague me.

Alaric slapped the sheaf of papers down onto the blotter and shoved irritably away from his desk. “In the future,” he said acidly, “I’d advise you to think less and follow orders more.”

Jarvis didn’t bat an eyelash. “I’ll see to the refreshments for your guests.”

“Wait a minute. Guests—as in plural? Who the devil...”

Jarvis had already exited. The butler pretended deafness whenever he didn’t want to hear what Alaric had to say. His selective hearing ought to have gotten him dismissed, but both he and Alaric knew that would never happen. Jarvis had served the Strathavens all his life, his loyalty as steadfast as the rock upon which Strathmore Castle had been built.

During the years of the prior duke’s reign, Jarvis had broken with his master’s rules in only one arena as far as Alaric knew: the butler had shown kindness to a sick boy. With his antipathy toward any kind of weakness, the old duke had tried to cure Alaric’s “malingering” by forbidding all pleasures from the sickroom. Windows were bolted shut, diversions removed. Meals of gruel and water were eaten by the light of a single candle.

By smuggling the occasional treat onto the supper tray or a book under Alaric’s pillow, Jarvis had won Alaric’s loyalty forevermore.

“Doesn’t make him any less of an interfering codger,” Alaric muttered.

In canine agreement, Phobos made a chuffing noise and rolled onto his back.

Letting out an aggrieved breath, Alaric stalked toward the drawing room. His foul mood deepened with each step. He could scarcely credit the hellish events of the past two days. Helpless rage burgeoned within him at the thought of Clara. She’d been murdered under his roof—because of him.

Someone had laced his whiskey with poison. Because the decanter had been smashed, its contents lost, he couldn’t prove it, but it was the only explanation he could think of. With his one customary drink, he’d gotten ill and lost consciousness. With her three, Clara had paid the ultimate price.

Who had killed Clara? Who wanted him dead?

Possibilities whipped through his mind. Like any powerful man, he had his share of enemies, yet only one had threatened his life: Silas Webb. Alaric’s fists clenched as he pictured the portly bastard with the piggish face, sparse black hair, and spectacles.

Four months ago, Alaric had taken over a failing mining company. He’d formed a consortium of investors and sold stock in the company to raise additional capital. Within weeks, he’d turned United Mining around, and the venture was now poised for success. In the process of overhauling the dilapidated company, Alaric had fired its longtime man of business, Silas Webb. Webb’s overwhelming incompetence—which had ranged from inaccurate ledger keeping to heinous expenditures—had sabotaged the already floundering enterprise.

Webb had been none too happy about his dismissal. He’d uttered threats as he’d been forcibly ejected from the premises. The week after Webb’s dismissal, a rock had shattered the front window of the office.

To Alaric’s mind, Silas Webb was the prime suspect in the poisoning, and he’d given the man’s name to the investigating magistrates.

Fat lot of good that has done, he thought in disgust.

It had been two days since Clara’s death, and the magistrates had made no progress. Their post-mortem examination had yielded “inconclusive” results on the cause of her death. Nor could they find any trace of Webb, who’d apparently gone missing. Finally, they’d failed to capitalize on the other possible lead: Lily Hutchins, one of the maids at Alaric’s cottage, hadn’t shown up for work since the murder, and none of his other staff knew of her whereabouts. Her sudden disappearance was too much of a coincidence to be overlooked.

Grimly, Alaric knew that he would have to take matters into his own hands and hire his own investigators. As if finding a killer wasn’t enough, now he had to deal with his sodding half-brother.

Shoulders tensed, he entered the drawing room. Will stood by the windows facing the outside square. As always, the sight of his sibling stirred up a potent mix of emotions he didn’t care for. Yet he cared even less for the shock of seeing Miss Emma Kent sitting there. Dressed in yellow, she looked as fresh as a daffodil on his green velvet settee.

What the devil is she doing here?

She appeared deep in discussion with the gentleman sitting beside her. They had their dark heads bent together, and Alaric couldn’t make out their conversation. Whatever they were talking about, he didn’t like the intimacy of their pose.

“To what do I owe this sterling pleasure?” he drawled.

They all turned to him, Miss Kent and the stranger with her rising from their seats.

“Hello, Alaric.” Will’s cautious tone underscored the uncomfortable state of affairs between them, half-brothers who’d lived most of their lives apart. Who had nothing in common but one parent and a history of animosity.

“I think you know why I’m here,” his brother went on.

“Actually, I haven’t the faintest idea...Peregrine.”

Will stiffened at the use of his hated first name.

A petty satisfaction, Alaric acknowledged, but one had to get one’s pleasures where one could. Arching one brow, he added, “And you’ve brought guests along on this uninvited visit. What exceptional manners you have, little brother.”

“Damn you, Alaric—” Will bit out.

“Please forgive the intrusion, Your Grace.” Standing, the stranger was tall, close to Alaric’s own height. He looked to be in his forties, and his most distinguishing feature was his gaze; the clear golden brown irises conveyed a disconcerting keenness.

“I’m Ambrose Kent, Mr. McLeod’s partner in a private enquiry business.” The man bowed. “This is my sister, Miss Emma Kent.”

“His Grace and I have met,” she said.

The hostility in her voice, in her big, tea-colored eyes sliced into him. The reason for her presence dawned upon him. Incredulity spread like frost over his insides.

The bloody chit wouldn’t dare.

“If memory serves, I didn’t extend an invitation to call at our prior meeting,” he said icily.

Miss Kent lifted her chin. “This isn’t a social call.”

“I asked the Kents to come.” Will came toward him, bristling with temper. “To help you, you stubborn bastard!”

It never failed to amaze him that he and Will shared a father; in looks and temperament, they were nothing alike. Will was the golden child, the one everyone had fawned over. Robust and sturdy as a lad, he’d grown into a strapping Scotsman with a hot temper to match.

Alaric, on the other hand, had learned to control his impulses with a cool head. No one had spoiled or coddled him; like the god Ares of Greek lore who’d been trapped for years in a bronze jar without his parents noticing, no one would have missed Alaric if he disappeared. He’d been the dark horse all his life, and, aye, he knew how to play the role well enough.

Alaric infused his tone with amused condescension. “Why would I need their help?”

“Lady Osgood.” Will spat the name, his hands on his hips.

“What about her?”

“You were found with a dead woman, Alaric—bluidy hell, it’s all over the papers!”

The papers, as far as Alaric was concerned, were full of shite. The half-truths were worse than lies. Gossip raged about Clara’s death; nothing was said of the attempt on his own. Since there’d been no witnesses and he’d suffered no lasting effects from his single shot of the adulterated whiskey, the world’s collective ignorance of the facts wasn’t surprising.

The magistrates had advised him to keep silent about his poisoning and not add fuel to the wildfire whilst they conducted their enquiry into the matter. He’d done so, not out of compliance with the useless bastards but because he wasn’t going to sink to the level of the gossips. He was a nobleman; he wasn’t about to give credence to scandal, plead his innocence to the ignorant masses.

Nonetheless, the rumors that he might somehow be involved in Clara’s death infuriated him. The notion of Miss Kent adding to the misconceptions made red flicker at the edges of his vision.

He iced his temper. Strolling over to the hearth, he propped one arm against the mantel in a deliberately indolent pose. “You shouldn’t believe everything you read, little brother.”

“’Tis only because I am your kin that I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt,” Will said darkly. “Miss Kent has told me she witnessed an incident two nights ago. ’Twas at my behest that she agreed to come today and clear up the misunderstanding instead of going straight to the magistrates.”

“There is no misunderstanding, Mr. McLeod,” Miss Kent said.

Her conviction tested his self-control. Stupid, meddling chit.

“Then why are you here?” he said scathingly.

“To say what I ought to have said that night.” Though her cheeks were pale, she lifted her chin. “’Twas my fault for not insisting that Lady Osgood report you to the authorities. I was swayed by her fear for her reputation...and my own fear that she would succumb to hysterics and do something she might regret. But I was wrong, and she is dead. And now the only thing left for me to do is see justice served.”

His jaw ticked. “How, precisely, do you hope to accomplish that?”

“By demanding your signed confession,” she said steadily.

By God, the termagant had pushed him too far. He stalked toward her. Kent blocked his path, but she held her brother back.

“Let His Grace say what he has to say to my face,” she said.

“You want the truth, Miss Kent?” Alaric said with lethal softness. “Here it is for the last bloody time. I’ve never hurt Clara. I most definitely did not kill her. But I am going to find out who did and your interference will only get in my way.”

“I saw you. You tied Lady Osgood up. You were assaulting her, and she begged you to stop!”

Damn her and her accusations. To make matters worse, he couldn’t deny them without further besmirching Clara’s reputation. Bad enough that she’d been found dead with him, a man not her husband; was he now to tell the world that she enjoyed being bound and, aye, spanked on occasion?

His chest tightened. Nay, he would protect her honor.

The way he ought to have protected her life.

“Is that true, Alaric?” Will bit out.

Devil take it. Why had he been under siege his whole life? Why was he now being attacked in his own home by his holier-than-thou brother, a righteous virgin, and some damned investigator? He was a duke, for Christ’s sake, a bloody peer of the realm. He didn’t have to answer to them—or to anyone.

“Miss Kent, as I said to you that night: you have no idea what you’re talking about. Lady Osgood told you nothing happened. You will leave it at that,” he decreed with glacial finality.

“Do not tell me what to do. I know what I saw, and if you won’t admit to it, I’ll tell the magistrates myself!”

His temper surged. “Test me, pet—and I promise you won’t like the results.”

“Don’t call me that. I’m not anyone’s pet.”

“Aye, and there’s your problem.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you need a man to keep a rein on you. To keep you occupied with your own damned life so you won’t have the energy or time to meddle with mine,” he said succinctly.

“How dare you.”

Flags of pink stood out on her cheeks, and her eyes flashed rebelliously at him, her bosom rising and falling in swift surges beneath yellow silk. They were standing nearly toe to toe, neither backing down. Her defiance, her clean, feminine scent maddened him. His fingers flexed. He wanted to shake her for being so stubborn, so wrong. To haul her into his arms and kiss her until she admitted the error of her ways, surrendered to him completely—

“That’s enough, Your Grace.” Kent’s warning pierced his haze of enraged lust.

Will gripped his arm. “Alaric, stand down.”

He shook Will off, took a step back. Straightening his jacket, he got himself under control. “Get out.” It took every ounce of self-discipline not to snarl the words.

“Emma, we’re leaving,” Kent said grimly.

Her cheeks blazing, she looked as if she might refuse. Then she took the arm Kent held out. If looks were daggers, her departing glare would have left Alaric full of holes.

Alone with his brother, Alaric felt the tension in the room rise even higher, a warring miasma of past and present that clouded his faculties. The bitter fog sucked him into battle even as he struggled to master himself.

“You haven’t changed one bit,” Will said in disgust. “I don’t know why I bother trying.”

“I don’t recall asking for your help.”

“Ma was right. A leopard won’t ever change his spots,” Will shot back.

Words catapulted reflexively. “I suppose your mother died an uppity bitch then.”

The next instant, Will had him by the lapels. “You take that back, you bastard! My ma was the kindest, most loving woman who ever lived.”

Alaric shoved his brother off with equal force. “To you, maybe. Although we shared a household, we grew up in different families, little brother.”

“What the bluidy hell is that supposed to mean?”

The fact that Will remained ignorant to the truth enraged Alaric further. How pleasant it must be to wear a halo that blinded one from life’s ugliness.

“It means one of us had a loving home and the other didn’t,” he said tightly.

“You chose to go to Strathaven!” Will threw up his arms. “It was your choice. You went because you wanted money and prestige more than a real family.”

Better to be hated than pitied. Let him think what he wants.

With utter sangfroid, Alaric said, “Can you blame me for preferring a castle over a cottage?”

“Even that wasn’t enough for you,” Will said bitterly. “After our parents died, you had the chance to take me in, to make things right between us. God knows there was room to spare in that bluidy castle you lived in. But you talked our uncle out of it, made sure that I wasn’t extended a welcome. Thanks to you, I had no place to go but the regiment!”

You think the army was bad? You think you know the first thing about violence and brutality? At least on the battlefield, little brother, you could see the bayonets and bullets coming...

“Are you quite finished with your rant?” He buffed his nails against his sleeve. “I have appointments to attend to. The business of being a duke, you know.”

Will looked ready to explode. “I’m finished all right. Finished with you for good.”

Alaric let him reach the doorway before speaking. “By the by, do send my regards to that lovely wife of yours. ’Tis a shame I don’t see more of Annabel—more than I already have, that is.”

To his grim satisfaction, his barbed reference made Will’s oaths echo through the halls. Moments later, the front door slammed. Alaric exhaled harshly. He raked both hands through his hair, willed the pounding in his temples to stop.

A rattling tray heralded Jarvis’ arrival. His rheumy eyes scanned the empty room, the wrinkles on his face deepening. “Where has everyone gone?”

“To hell for all I care,” Alaric snapped back.
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CHAPTER FIVE




That evening after her bath, Emma collapsed on her bed. For one of the rare times in her life, she was too tired to do anything. As if sensing her exhaustion, Tabitha came to curl up against her side. Emma stroked the cat’s soft, striped grey fur as she stared up at the pink canopy, her thoughts as swirling as the damask.

Accompanied by Ambrose, she’d given her testimony to the magistrates that afternoon.

She’d had a moral duty to make that report. Her chest tightened as she thought of poor Lady Osgood. There was nothing more that Emma could do, yet her nerves were as tightly strung as a clothesline.

If Strathaven thinks he can intimidate me into silence just because he is a duke, then he is in for a rude awakening, she thought fiercely.

As far as she was concerned, justice knew no class distinctions. A murderer was a murderer, whether he was a duke or a crossing sweep. And the nerve of the cad, telling her she needed to be kept under rein! Her life had plenty of purpose, and she didn’t need any man—least of all him—telling her what to do. Never had a person angered her so much—or affected her so strangely.

Just the thought of him sent a buzzing awareness through her. In his presence, all her senses were heightened. She recalled the crackling hostility between them in the drawing room. As he’d towered over her, his lean, muscular frame had radiated leashed power. Silver had flashed in his pale eyes, illuminating for an instant the tempest of emotions he’d held in check. Barely.

What would happen if he lost control?

A rapping on the door jerked Emma back to the present. Her breath was puffing from her lips, her skin misted with perspiration. As she sat up, her breasts brushed against her nightclothes, the tips oddly sensitive and tingling.

“Emma, are you awake?” Her sister Dorothea’s gentle voice drifted through the door.

“I—I’ll be right there,” she said.

She took a moment to compose herself; she had no wish to worry her sisters. When she went to unlock the door, Thea, Violet, Polly, and Primrose filed in like a troop of cheerful ghosts in their voluminous lawn night rails.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” Emma said to the two youngest.

While Polly looked abashed, Rosie’s emerald eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Yes,” the latter said merrily. “So hurry and close the door before Mama catches us!”

With her flaxen hair and flawless face and form, Rosie Kent was a stunning miniature of Marianne. At sixteen, the spirited girl was already beginning to turn heads, and Ambrose joked that he dreaded the day of Rosie’s coming out for surely he’d have to start carrying a shotgun to fend off her suitors.

As Emma closed the door, her middle sister Violet declared, “Last one to the bed is the rotten egg!” and, amidst muffled squeals and giggles, the four girls made a mad dash for the destination.

Relieved for the return to normalcy, Emma dragged a chair to the side of the bed. She sat and found herself under the scrutiny of four pairs of bright, inquisitive eyes. Her sisters had arranged themselves along the length of the bed, with Violet at the foot, Polly and Rosie in the middle, and Thea at the head.

As usual, Violet spoke first. She sat cross-legged, her chestnut hair tumbling down her back. Agile and energetic, she gave the impression of constant motion.

“Start at the beginning, Em,” she said, “and don’t leave anything out.”

“The beginning of what?”

Vi rolled her caramel-colored eyes. “Your visit to the magistrates’ office today, of course.”

For the time being, Ambrose and Emma had both agreed to keep mum on the subject of Lady Osgood’s murder. They’d thought it best to protect their younger siblings from the gruesome details for as long as possible. Protecting a Kent from her own curiosity was never an easy task, however.

“How did you find out?” Emma said with a sigh.

“We didn’t mean to snoop.” Thea’s hazel eyes were soft with apology. She rested against the headboard, her hands gracefully stroking Tabitha who lay belly-up and purring in her lap. “We found out by accident.”

A year younger than Emma, Dorothea was the gentlest of the Kents. Emma attributed it to Thea’s constitution, which had been frail since childhood. Although her health had grown more robust, Thea continued to favor more sedate pursuits, and Emma thought proudly that her sister’s performance at the pianoforte could compare with that of any fine London lady.

“Thea found out by accident. I snooped,” Vi said with aplomb. “I asked Millie the chambermaid to ask John the groom where you and Ambrose had gone all day. Since John has eyes for Millie, he told her straightaway. Thea overheard me telling Polly and Primrose about it.”

“You’re not supposed to encourage gossip amongst the servants, Violet,” Emma chided.

“Pish posh. Stop trying to change the subject,” her incorrigible sister replied.

“Yes, do tell.” Rosie’s smile could charm a bird from a tree, and her tone was just short of wheedling. “You wouldn’t want us to perish from curiosity, would you?”

“You should tell us, Emma, for your sake if not ours,” Polly put in.

Emma’s youngest sister sat with her arms hugging her knees. The womanhood which had begun to blossom so radiantly in Rosie hadn’t yet unfurled in Polly. At sixteen, she was still a small, thin girl with wavy hair that was neither blond nor brown but a range of shades in between. To Emma, her baby sister possessed a unique beauty: Polly’s solemn features exuded quiet dignity, a blend of wisdom and innocence in her aquamarine eyes.

At times, those remarkable eyes seemed to see too deeply. Back in Chudleigh Crest, there’d been whispers about Polly being “odd,” which had made the sensitive girl retreat into shyness. As a result, Emma and the rest of the siblings were particularly protective of her.

Family always stood together.

“Why for my sake, dear?” she asked.

“Because something’s bothering you,” Polly said with her quiet perceptiveness. “You’ve always said that we could come to you with anything. So you should feel free to talk to us in return.”

“You haven’t been yourself, Em. Even I can see that,” Vi added.

“We just want to help,” Rosie chimed in.

“But only if you wish us to,” Thea said.

“For heaven’s sake, you win.” Amused and touched at the same time, Emma shook her head. “What was I thinking? Trying to refuse a band of Kents?”

“And Harry’s not even here.” The gruff wistfulness in Violet’s voice gave away how much she missed their brother, her favorite sibling rival. “He would have added a barrage of logic to the mix.”

“What happened, Emma?” Rosie prompted.

Emma debated what to tell them. She wouldn’t lie—that wasn’t the Kent way—but she didn’t want to spoil the girls’ innocence, either. In the end, she compromised, acknowledging that she had witnessed an altercation between Strathaven and Lady Osgood and carefully omitting the explicit details of what she’d seen.

“What a blackguard!” Vi exclaimed nonetheless. “I’m glad you walloped him with your reticule. If I’d been there, I would have planted a facer to finish him off!” Her fist swung to mimic the motion.

“Why hasn’t Mr. McLeod mentioned having a duke for a brother?” Thea asked, her brow pleating.

“I don’t think Mr. McLeod and Strathaven are close.” Considering the animosity Emma had witnessed between the two, that might be the understatement of the year. What had driven a wedge between the brothers? she wondered. “According to Ambrose, Mr. McLeod wants to find success on his own merits and doesn’t want it bandied about that he’s heir presumptive to a duke.”

“And Strathaven’s not just any duke, he’s the Devil Duke.” This came from Rosie, the resident Society expert. “According to the gossip rags, he’s as wicked as they come. As I recall from Debrett’s, he wasn’t even the next in line for the duchy—he only got the title after two distant relatives ahead of him in the succession mysteriously died.”

“Gadzooks,” Violet breathed.

“There’s more.” Rosie’s voice lowered to a dramatic timbre. “There were whispers of cruelty during his first marriage. To this day, some say the duchess was fleeing from him when the ship she was on went under.”

Gasps went up in the room.

Emma’s nape tingled. “Why is a man like that still welcomed in Society?”

“He’s more than welcomed—the ton panders to him,” Rosie said. “People might say things behind his back, but they don’t dare give him the cut direct. He’s too rich and powerful. Now he’s looking to secure his dynasty with an heir, and according to the on dit, his requirements for a wife are rather peculiar.”

Emma frowned. “In what way?”

“He’s made it clear he expects complete obedience from his wife. An heir and no trouble. Some say that the marriage contract spells out specific consequences,”—Rosie’s green eyes were very wide—“for any violation of his rules.”

“Consequences?” Violet said in puzzled tones. “Does he plan to send her to bed without supper? Take away her riding privileges?”

“I have no idea. They don’t tell the really good details to girls,” Rosie said with a sigh.

Emma scowled. “And what about him? Is he proposing to be a model of husbandly propriety in return?”

“The Devil Duke?” Rosie rolled her eyes. “I think not. He’s notorious for his paramours.”

Emma shook her head. “Why would any woman in her right mind accept such terms?”

To her, marriage ought to be a meeting of equals. A coming together of minds and hearts. She’d seen the strength of the bond between her parents and between Ambrose and Marianne. Although she’d never known such a connection with a man, she’d settle for no less if she ever married.

“Um, jewels? Untold wealth and privilege?” Rosie’s moon-bright tresses rippled over her shoulders as she shrugged. “Prior to the Osgood scandal, ladies were lining up in droves.”

“At least the duke is frank about his expectations.” Thea, bless her heart, always thought the best of everyone. “One cannot fault a man for being honest.”

“Only for being a murderer,” Vi said with a snort.

“If the duke is a dangerous man and you’ve crossed him,” Polly said anxiously, “do you have anything to worry about, Emma?”

Emma gave her youngest sister a reassuring smile. “There’s no need to fret, dearest. I’ve already given my testimony, and the matter is in the hands of the magistrates now. In all likelihood, Strathaven and I will never cross paths again.”

Quelling a sudden shiver, she prayed she was right.




***











CHAPTER SIX




“We’ve been through this before,” Alaric said coldly.

On the other side of his desk, the pair of magistrates shifted in their seats.

“Yes, Your Grace.” The one on the right was named Dixon, and he was plump and prone to sweat. He patted a handkerchief against his shiny pate. “In light of new information, however, we’d like to ask you a few more questions, if we may.”

New information—supplied by Emma Kent, no doubt.

A muscle ticked in Alaric’s jaw. The blasted chit had wasted no time in making good on her threat. Thanks to her testimony, the magistrates’ office was now interrogating him instead of investigating Silas Webb or other possible suspects. Before the authorities had merely been incompetent; now they were actively wasting his time.

Alaric’s temples throbbed, anger and frustration battering at his self-control. It didn’t help matters that he’d slept poorly for the past three nights. Images of Clara, unmoving upon the carpet, made him toss and turn. That he could understand; he wouldn’t rest until he saw justice done for her.

What he couldn’t comprehend was Emma Kent showing up in his dreams as well. He’d woken up sweating, his fists clenching the bedclothes. His heart pounded with fury while his erect cock tented the sheets. In the crazed twilight, he hadn’t known what he yearned for more: to wring her neck or fuck her senseless.

What the devil is the matter with me? Why do I lust for a chit who’s done nothing but wreak havoc in my life?

His obsession with her was madness itself.

“Get on with it,” he clipped out.

“Thank you, Your Grace.” Dobbs, the other magistrate, was tall and thin, his papery-looking skin stretched tight over his bony features. He held a notebook and pencil in hand. “How would you describe your relationship with Lady Osgood?”

“Be more specific.”

“Would you say you were on good terms with the victim?” Dobbs rephrased.

For Christ’s sake. I’d just fucked her. Is that good enough terms for you? “Yes.”

“No trouble of any kind between you?”

“No.”

“You didn’t have an altercation with Lady Osgood at,”—Dobbs consulted his notebook, “Lady Buckley’s ball earlier that evening?”

Goddamn Emma Kent. This is all her fault.

Alaric’s fists clenched under the desk. “I did not. I will consider any rumors to the contrary slanderous—and take legal action against all who repeat such libel.”

“Understood, Your Grace.” Clearing his throat, Dixon said, “And there were no witnesses during the time you and Lady Osgood were, ahem, together at the cottage? No servants who might have noticed anything?”

“As I’ve said before, the purpose of the cottage is privacy. The staff leaves at dusk and does not return until noon.”

“Beg pardon, Your Grace. We were just confirming that there were no witnesses to the victim’s poisoning—or, ahem, yours,” Dobbs said.

Incensed by the speculative glances exchanged between the pair, Alaric said cuttingly, “You do not need witnesses. You have my word as a peer of the realm. Now have you made any progress on the missing maid or Silas Webb?”

“No, Your Grace.” Dixon wiped his brow. “That is, we’ve nothing new to report on Miss Hutchins. We have, however, searched Mr. Webb’s office.”

“And?”

“It appears he has vacated the premises—and rather hastily, I might add. He didn’t take much with him, and, according to the landlord, he left no forwarding address.”

“We’ll keep looking for him, of course,” Dobbs mumbled.

Capital. Now I can sleep at night. Disgusted, Alaric stood to signal the end of the interview.

The pair of blundering idiots scrambled to their feet.

“Thank you for your time, Your Grace—” Dixon began.

“Then do not continue to waste it,” he snapped.

After the magistrates’ departure, Alaric stood, hands shoved in his pockets, staring out the window at the immaculate green square surrounded by townhouses. Typically the sight calmed him, reminded him of how far he’d come. Once he’d only dreamed of such privilege; now, through a combination of fate and hard work, he had an ancient title, estates in England and Scotland, and the power and wealth to do anything he wanted.

So why did peace still elude him?

Why was he always under siege? Why did everyone—his family, Laura, the ton, even these magisterial lack wits—try to bring him down? What was so loathsome about him that he invited continual attack?

Bitterly, he wondered if contentment was destined to remain beyond his reach. Perhaps happiness was a mirage, the way Strathmore Castle had appeared like a refuge...and Laura had seemed like love. As he looked out into the empty green expanse, a pair of well-dressed children—a dark-haired boy and girl—entered his field of vision. They skipped ahead of their nanny, laughing as they ran past the gate into the park. A pair of happy, pink-cheeked imps.

Something in his chest throbbed. An old bruise that never healed.

Or a foolish longing that wouldn’t die.

Cursing, he scrubbed a hand over his face. Pull it together, man. Being targeted for murder was no excuse to turn into a maudlin fool. The world be damned: he would take matters into his own hands as he’d always done. If he’d learned anything, it was that the only one he could rely upon was himself.

Take control and take action: that was his motto.

He’d already retained Runners to hunt for Silas Webb and the missing maid. He’d hired on extra footmen for personal security. At this point, there was naught to do but carry on; he wasn’t going to let the threat of murder interfere with his routine.

He was considering a stop at Gentleman Jackson’s or the newer Apollo’s Academy for a round of boxing when a carriage led by matched grays stopped in front of his steps. The man who descended was tall and fit, dressed with puritanical severity in a dark jacket, trousers, and an unadorned waistcoat. The only note of color was the tawny hair curling beneath the brim of his plain hat.

Minutes later, Alaric received his visitor in the study.

He’d met Gabriel Ridgley, the Marquess of Tremont, at Oxford, and the two had become fast friends. Back then, Tremont had been the spare to the title, and he’d left midway through his studies to live with some wealthy relative abroad. He and Alaric had lost touch; not until last year had they come into contact again. Alaric had been surprised by how somber his once mischievous friend had become.

Now Tremont didn’t game or drink to excess and dedicated himself to the restoration of his estates. Although his wife had died some time ago, there were no rumors of him taking a lover or mistress; he was either a monk—which Alaric doubted—or perfectly discreet. Owing to his exemplary behavior, the ton had dubbed Tremont the Angel Marquess.

Time hadn’t eroded all of Alaric and Tremont’s commonalities, however. They discovered an avid shared interest in business. Unlike other peers who didn’t deign to dirty their hands in business matters, the two spent many a night at their club discussing the merits of various financial schemes. When it came to money, they had a similar philosophy: the more the better.

After exchanging greetings, the men settled into the wingchairs by the fire.

“How are you, Strathaven?” Tremont said.

“I’m fine,” Alaric said curtly. “Why shouldn’t I be?”

“Because of the scandal.” Tremont leveled a grey gaze at him. “The gossips are saying someone stepped forward with proof that you were involved in Lady Osgood’s death.”

Bloody Emma Kent. I’m going to wring her neck.

“The testimony is utter claptrap.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Tremont steepled his hands. “Unfortunately, it’s having an impact on our venture.”

Hell’s teeth. The news pierced Alaric’s gut like an arrow. Tremont had been one of the first investors he’d tapped to join the United Mining venture, and their partnership had proved fruitful. In a little over a month, they would hold a General Meeting to finalize an expansion plan that would include the purchase of several key mines in Scotland. When the vote went through, Alaric was certain stock prices would hit the roof.

Everything had been going according to plan…until now.

“How bad is it?” he said grimly.

“We’ve lost a half-dozen investors, Surrey and Burrowes amongst them.”

“Damnation.” Alaric’s hands clenched the arms of the chair at the mention of two of their scheme’s largest investors.

“That might only be the start. Noblemen catch a whiff of scandal, and they bolt like it’s a fire. No one wants to be caught in a burning house.” Tremont paused before saying bluntly, “You should know that the current business has also resurrected talk about your previous marriage.”

From the grave, Laura’s twisted beauty taunted him.

You don’t love me—you’re not capable of it! You’re selfish, cruel, and black-hearted. Her cornflower eyes glimmered with rage, her red lips taking on a malignant curve. I’m going to make sure everyone knows what a bastard you are.

Cold, unadulterated fury clawed at Alaric. Control was slipping from his grasp, chaos swirling around him. Clara was dead, a murderer on the loose. His business plans were suddenly in jeopardy. And now his past was rising like a dark tide...

All because of Emma Kent—the lies she’d told about him.

All of this was her doing.

“I’ll see to it that my name is cleared,” he vowed. “Whoever poisoned Clara and me will be brought to justice.”

The marquess’ brow furrowed. “An attempt was made on your life as well?”

Alaric hesitated before saying, “Yes.”

Both he and Tremont were men who valued privacy, and they did not typically discuss matters outside of business. Given the scandal’s impact upon their venture, however, Alaric decided to make an exception and gave Tremont a brief summary of events.

Tremont’s frown deepened at the mention of Silas Webb. “I recall Webb was irate when you dismissed him. But would he resort to murder?”

“I intend to find out.”

“You must take care. Murder is a dangerous business.”

“Evidently so is scandal. Try to keep the investors placated. In the meanwhile, I’ll put a stop to the rumor that I killed Clara.”

Tremont’s eyebrows went up. “How do you plan to do that?”

By dealing with the cause of the fiasco herself.

Jaw taut, Alaric said, “I have my ways. Let’s leave it at that.”

“As you wish. For what it’s worth, I am sorry for your misfortune.”

If there was anything Alaric despised, it was pity.

“What do you know about misfortune?” he said in cool tones.

Tremont’s gaze darkened, grooves forming around his mouth. Standing, he executed a stiff bow. “Good day, Your Grace.”

After the marquess departed, Alaric was reminded that he and Tremont did have something other than business in common: they were both widowers. The resemblance ended there, however. Tremont’s lady had been known for her charity and kindness, and their marriage had been accounted a happy one, with an heir to show for it.

Whereas Alaric’s duchess had been a lying bitch whose efforts to manipulate him had led not only to her own demise but that of their only child. His son, Charlie...

He felt a warning cracking inside, like the rushing of dark water under ice. The currents dragged at him, pulled him toward the vortex. He struggled for purchase, for control against the raging chaos.

No—the past is done. Look forward. Address the problem at hand.

His fists clenched. Yes, that was what he needed to do.

Fix the problem.

All he had to do was find her.




***











CHAPTER SEVEN




“Do you have a minute, Emma dear?” a husky female voice said.

At the escritoire, Emma looked up from her book as her sister-in-law entered the drawing room. As usual, Marianne exuded glamour. Caught up in an elegant twist, her silver-blond curls framed her flawless features, and her emerald promenade dress—which matched her vivid eyes—clung lovingly to her willowy figure.

“I have all the time in the world.” Emma tried not to sigh.

Why can’t Ambrose give my dream of being an investigator a chance?

The business with Strathaven, she thought darkly, hadn’t helped her cause. Ever since she’d reported the duke to the magistrates, her brother had become even more overprotective. The authorities had promised to keep her identity confidential, but aspects of her testimony had leaked nonetheless. Rumors that the duke had killed Lady Osgood were running rampant, and Ambrose had insisted that she stay at home until the business blew over.

Ever astute, Marianne said, “Ambrose wants what is best for you.”

“I know.” Now Emma felt disloyal on top of it all.

All morning, she’d been as restless as a gypsy. She knew she’d done the right thing where Strathaven was concerned, yet the thought of him made her feel on edge, filled her with a disquieting, buzzing energy. If only she could bury herself in tasks at the office—she needed something to do, a distraction. Out of desperation, she’d dug up her book of household remedies.

She waved to the open volume in front of her. “I was researching a salve for Mr. Pitt’s joints and the second footman’s back. I hope you don’t mind my using your desk—”

“Of course I don’t mind.” Marianne frowned. “As I’ve said before, my home is yours.”

Marianne had told her this many a time, yet Emma couldn’t quite squelch the discomfort of residing in another woman’s house. She supposed she’d grown too accustomed to running her own household. Back in Chudleigh Crest, the cottage had been her kingdom; she’d arranged things to her own design, had come and gone as she’d pleased.

 “I wanted to catch you whilst we have a few moments’ privacy.” Marianne sat on the snowy chaise longue, her skirts fluttering gracefully around her. “The girls are with the dancing master, and Edward is still sleeping.”

Plopping herself on the adjacent settee, Emma said with sympathy, “Did he have another bad night?”

Edward, Marianne and Ambrose’s seven-year-old, had recently started having night terrors. During the episodes, the little lad was inconsolable and difficult to wake.

“Poor thing was beside himself. I stayed with him until dawn,” Marianne said ruefully.

“I remember when Polly suffered a similar bout of nightmares. The only thing that helped was a glass of warm milk and a biscuit.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Clearing her throat, Marianne said, “What I really wish to discuss with you, however, concerns the Duke of Strathaven. Ambrose told me everything last night. I do wish the two of you had consulted me before bringing the matter to the magistrates.”

Emma’s shoulders stiffened. Not because her brother had shared this information with Marianne—she knew he and his wife kept no secrets from one another—but because of the judgment she heard in her sister-in-law’s tone.

She lifted her chin. “All I did was report a crime that I witnessed.”

“I know you meant well, dearest. You always do. But this is London, and things are different here than in Chudleigh Crest.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Are you?” The hesitation was uncharacteristic of Marianne and put Emma on guard. “I can’t help but wonder if you acted too hastily. No, don’t look so put out, dearest—I mean no insult to you. Or to Ambrose, for that matter. I know you both believed you were right to go to Bow Street. I do have some information, however, that might have influenced your decision.”

“What information could change the truth? I know what I saw,” Emma said stubbornly.

Marianne’s lips formed a faint smile. “How you remind me of Ambrose, dear.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“As it was meant to be. The integrity that runs in the Kent bloodline is a quality that I admire greatly.” Marianne’s shoulders lifted in an elegant shrug. “Until Ambrose came into my life, I did not concern myself greatly with morality or living by anyone’s rules but my own.”

“You’re a wonderful wife and mama. And you’ve been nothing but kindness to the rest of us Kents,” Emma argued.

“I am glad you think so.”

Marianne’s sincerity sent a squiggle of guilt through Emma. Since moving to London, Emma had felt a slight degree of tension toward her sister-in-law. It wasn’t the other’s fault; all Marianne had done was take the Kents under her wing, treating them to luxury after luxury. Yet in doing so, she’d inadvertently made Emma … extraneous. When it came to leading a fashionable life, Marianne was an expert guide—and Emma as necessary as a fifth wheel.

Shame suffused Emma. She didn’t want to be ungrateful; she did love her sister-in-law.

“I know you have our best interests at heart,” she said, flushing.

“I do,” Marianne agreed, “which is why I must talk to you about Strathaven.”

“What about him?” Emma said warily.

“While I cannot lay claim to being as honorable as you and Ambrose, I do have my areas of expertise, and one of them happens to be the ton. Simply put, I have access to a surfeit of gossip. In this instance, there are things I know about the duke that you do not.”

With trepidation, Emma said, “Such as?”

“First off, his so-called victim was not a stranger to him.”

“I know they were acquainted. In fact, I believe Strathaven might have had some hold over Lady Osgood. He probably forced her to his cottage and—”

“They were lovers, Emma.”

Chill trickled down Emma’s spine. “Lovers?”

Marianne nodded. “From what I gather, their affaire was not longstanding. They kept it discreet owing to the fact that Lady Osgood is married.”

Emma’s mind was working furiously. Goodness, Lady Osgood and Strathaven had been amorously involved? “But it doesn’t change what I saw. He was hurting her,” she blurted. “I saw the duke restraining Lady Osgood. He tied her up, said he would make her beg.”

A pause.

“As to that, there might be another explanation,” Marianne said.

“Such as?” Other than the obvious, Emma couldn’t think of a single one.

“There have been a few whispers. About Strathaven’s proclivities.” Peachy color stained Marianne’s high cheekbones. “You see, dear, sometimes the relationship between a man and a woman can take…unusual forms.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I don’t suppose you do.” Marianne sighed. “I should hate to spoil your lovely innocence. Suffice it to say that, in hurting his lover, Strathaven may not have actually been hurting her. Do you see what I mean?”

“No.” That explanation was as clear as the mud on London’s streets.

“Good lord, this is more difficult than I thought,” Marianne muttered.

They were interrupted by a knock. Mr. Pitt appeared. “Good morning, madam,” he said with a bow. “Mrs. McLeod wishes to see if you and Miss Emma are receiving at present.”

Emma’s unease grew. Mrs. McLeod wanted to see her? It was too early for a social call.

Marianne waved her hand. “Send her in. And do bring some tea—the Ceylon, I think.” When the butler departed, she said, “We’ll continue this conversation later, Emma.”

As Marianne rose to greet their guest, Emma hung back shyly. In the presence of the older ladies, she felt like an awkward miss. Her sister-in-law was a celebrated beauty, and Annabel McLeod, with her fiery tresses and smoldering violet eyes, possessed an aura of sensual femininity.

What would it be like to possess such mystique? Emma wondered.

She saw herself as a sister, daughter, even a mother of sorts, but as a...woman? A wife? Mundane and forthright, she’d never attracted much male attention. Never inspired passion in any man except, on occasion, over her cooking (the one marriage proposal she’d received, from the village vicar, had been motivated by his ardor for her Sunday supper). In truth, back in Chudleigh Crest, she’d had a reputation for being a bit of a termagant, and it hadn’t boosted her allure.

Was she supposed to stay silent when the butcher tried to sell her an overpriced cut of meat? Was she to just accept the thatcher’s word that the flimsy excuse of a roof he’d put on would hold up against the elements? Her strong will had been forged by years of taking care of her family, her determination a trait that had helped her cope with poverty, illness, and loss.

Nonetheless, she’d begun to suspect that her managing nature might preclude her from falling in love. As she’d told Ambrose, she had yet to meet a man who made her want to relinquish her independence. Who tempted her to give up control over her own future.

Out of nowhere, Strathaven’s face appeared in her mind’s eye, his slashing cheekbones and gleaming jade eyes. Her belly quivered at the memory of his lean physique, so close to hers that she’d felt the heat emanating from him, his spicy male scent infusing her senses...

Her heart raced. That’s just…fear. You were afraid of him and rightly so.

“To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit, Annabel?” Marianne said when they’d all seated themselves.

Mrs. McLeod’s gaze settled on Emma. “I won’t beat around the bush. It’s about Strathaven.”

Though the declaration came as no surprise, Emma tensed, her hands clenching in her lap.

“Mr. McLeod doesn’t know I’m here,” the lady went on, swishing her russet skirts into place. “He’s quite irritated with his brother at the moment.”

“I can’t blame him. From what Ambrose told me, the meeting between them didn’t go well,” Marianne murmured.

Mrs. McLeod sighed, shaking her head. “Men can be such foolish creatures.”

“On that, we cannot agree more.”

The ladies shared a smile before Mrs. McLeod turned to Emma. “It’s always been that way between McLeod and his older brother,” she explained. “Since I’ve known them, they can’t be in a room together for more than a few minutes before they’re at each other’s throats.”

“Strathaven started it,” Emma said. “He was rude. Mr. McLeod was only trying to help.”

“Yes, well, that’s why I’m here. Once my husband’s temper wears off, I am certain he will regret not doing more to help his brother. They are kin, after all, even though they were raised apart. To a Scotsman, blood is thicker than water.”

“Why were they raised apart?” Emma couldn’t help but ask.

“It’s a lengthy tale and not mine to divulge. Suffice it to say, those two have had a long and difficult brotherhood—but it doesn’t mean that they don’t care about each other. And for all Strathaven’s...” Mrs. McLeod waved a hand, as if trying to summon an accurate description of the man.

“Arrogance? Conceit? Holier-than-thou attitude?” Emma suggested.

Mrs. McLeod’s lips twitched. “Given your short acquaintance, you seem to know him well.”

“One doesn’t have to be acquainted with His Grace long to glean those facts.”

“Be that as it may, arrogance doesn’t make a man capable of murder. Strathaven is McLeod’s brother, and I cannot believe a man who shares my husband’s blood could do anything so vile.” Mrs. McLeod’s expression grew somber. “Furthermore, the duke once did me a great favor, one I’ll never be able to repay. I do not speak of that time,”—shadows flitted through her violet gaze—“but in truth, McLeod and I owe him our very happiness. Strathaven does have a heart; he’s not as wicked as he likes to have others believe.”

Emma tried to digest that notion. Could that be possible? Uneasily, she turned the facts over in her mind, saw the duke overpowering his victim in the garden, heard Lady Osgood’s pleas for mercy...

“Sometimes things are not as they appear.” Mrs. McLeod gave a delicate cough. “Lovers, for instance, might engage in, er, behavior that could seem … odd. To an onlooker, I mean.”

Perplexed, Emma said, “Marianne was trying to explain this earlier.”

“With no more luck than you, Annabel.” Briskly, Marianne said, “To be blunt, Emma, some men have a need for control more than others. The duke is said to be such a man.”

Strathaven’s voice echoed in Emma’s head. I’m going to do whatever I want. And you’re going to enjoy it. She shuddered. She had no doubts whatsoever that the duke was a dominating brute.

“Which is why he must be stopped,” she said fiercely. “So he cannot hurt anyone else again.”

“But, you see, there are ladies who don’t, ahem, mind such behavior from a man,” Mrs. McLeod said, her cheeks reddening. “In fact, they might welcome it.”

Incredulity and confusion filled Emma; what the other was saying didn’t make an ounce of sense. “That’s ridiculous. Lady Osgood was begging for mercy. I heard her.”

“Are you certain it wasn’t part of a lovers’ game? Perhaps you misunderstood—”

“I misunderstood nothing.” She might not be as sophisticated or beautiful as the other two, but her senses were fully functioning. “I know what I witnessed. Nothing can change those facts, and I’ll not take back the truth.”

The ladies exchanged glances.

With a sigh, Mrs. McLeod said, “My brother-in-law is an odd, haughty gentleman, one who does not march to anyone’s drum but his own. I urge you, however, to reconsider what you witnessed and to ask yourself if you truly saw the duke hurting Lady Osgood in any way.”

Emma frowned as the events replayed in her head. Lady Osgood had begged Strathaven to stop, and she’d been tied up, blindfolded... Yet had Emma seen any real evidence of injury? Had she witnessed the duke lay a hand on the lady?

No, but that is because I prevented it...didn’t I?

Mrs. McLeod leaned forward, took one of Emma’s cold hands in both of her own. “A man’s life is at stake. Despite his faults and devil-may-care attitude, Strathaven has suffered much. A little over two years ago, he lost his wife and son in a grievous accident.”

Emma’s heart skipped a beat. He’d had a son? “But they say he was cruel to his wife,” she blurted. “That she died fleeing him.”

“Where did you hear that?” Marianne said.

“Rosie,” Emma admitted.

Marianne’s gaze cast heavenward. “My daughter may think she’s an expert on the ton, but she is only sixteen. At that age, she and her friends are as impressionable as wax. Believe me, she doesn’t know half as much as she believes she does.”

“So the rumors aren’t true?”

“Years ago, I met the Duchess of Strathaven. She was undoubtedly beautiful: a blond, blue-eyed angel. The ton—and gentlemen in particular—adored her.” Marianne’s eyes narrowed. “Beneath Lady Laura’s charming exterior, however, I sensed a manipulative nature. I cannot say whether the vitriol she spewed about the duke was true or not, only that her own behavior was far from blameless.”

Leaning forward, Mrs. McLeod added, “It is a little known fact—and I would prefer it remain that way—that the duchess was once engaged to Mr. McLeod.”

Emma’s jaw slackened. “What?”

“She met Strathaven at her own engagement party to Mr. McLeod and promptly jilted one sibling for the other. The duke must shoulder his share of the blame, of course, yet what sort of a woman would come between two brothers?” Mrs. McLeod said with distaste.

Mind whirling, Emma struggled to absorb the new facts. She recalled something else Rosie had mentioned. “What about the heirs? The two who were ahead of Strathaven in the succession and who mysteriously died?”

“My daughter was your source again?” Marianne said dryly.

Emma nodded.

“While murder and mayhem make for excellent novels, rarely is real life as exciting. People die all the time.” Her sister-in-law shrugged. “Heirs included.”

Could it be true? Could the rumors about the duke be nothing more than hearsay?

Excited voices and footsteps sounded outside the drawing room.

“The dancing lesson must be over,” Marianne said.

“And I must return before McLeod suspects anything.” Rising in a rustle of silk, Mrs. McLeod took Emma’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Promise me you’ll think about what we discussed?”




*




After Mrs. McLeod departed and Marianne went to shepherd the family to their various activities for the day, Emma decided to go out for a short stroll. Needing solitude, she didn’t call for a maid. She walked along the tree-lined streets of Mayfair, the sun beating down upon her bonnet as thoughts ricocheted in her head.

What on earth were Mrs. McLeod and Marianne talking about?

How could Strathaven’s hurting of Lady Osgood be part of a game? How could his controlling behavior be anything but dangerous? And why would any woman welcome being forced to submit to a man? ’Twas ludicrous and yet...

Perplexed, Emma considered whether her perception of what transpired in Lady Buckley’s garden could have been distorted. Had her dislike of Strathaven’s arrogance somehow prejudiced her, made her misjudge the situation? But, no, she knew what she saw. From the time she was thirteen and her mama had passed, she’d relied on her own judgment to take care of herself and her family. Her ability to make sound decisions was one of her few virtues.

She could hear her papa’s voice: The only good is knowledge, and the only evil is ignorance.

Until now, she’d never found it difficult to discern right from wrong, fact from falsehood. She’d viewed the world in black and white, yet where Strathaven was concerned, everything seemed to be...grey. A stormy, turbulent shade that made it difficult to know what was what.

Was he a wicked rake or a grieving father? A coldhearted aristocrat or the caring brother to whom the McLeods apparently owed their happiness? An arrogant, abusive brute—or a lover who’d been engaged in some sort of incomprehensible game?

Chewing on her lip, Emma turned the corner onto a quiet street lined by sleepy mansions. What if Mrs. McLeod and Marianne were right, and she had somehow misunderstood the situation? Dear Lord, she couldn’t live with herself if she had wrongly accused an innocent man of murder...

At the clip-clop of approaching horses, she absently looked up. A black lacquered carriage pulled up beside her, its thick navy drapes drawn. She barely had time to note the painted gold crest on the door before it swung open. A large arm reached out, catching her by the waist. A gloved hand stifled her startled cry, and she was hauled into the carriage.




***











CHAPTER EIGHT




Alaric regarded his captive calmly. Despite her pale cheeks and heaving bosom, Miss Emma Kent’s eyes shot sparks at him. He was certain that if he removed the silk strips binding her mouth and hands, she’d be shouting the roof down and clawing his eyes out as well.

Which was why he’d had to resort to present measures. She gave him no choice.

“Listen carefully, Miss Kent,” he said. “I am not going to hurt you. You have my word.”

“Mfm mph gm.”

“I will release you,” he conceded, “after you give me an hour of your time.”

She muttered something darkly.

“It is your own fault. I told you not to test me, and yet you have. I told you I had nothing to do with Clara’s death, and yet you have persisted in making false accusations, in interfering where you have no business doing so. In short,” he concluded, his jaw tight, “you have succeeded in making my life a living hell.”

“Gmmd.”

His eyes narrowed. “On the contrary, Miss Kent, it isn’t good. For me or for you. Therefore, you leave me with one alternative.”

The carriage drew to a halt.

“You wouldn’t listen to reason. So I shall have to show you the truth,” he said.




*




Emma should have been terrified. At the very least, her sensibilities ought to have suffered some sort of damage. After all, there she was, bound and gagged, a victim of kidnapping, standing in a room of what might possibly be a house of ill repute. Having never been in one before, she couldn’t be certain, but several clues supported the hypothesis.

First, they’d entered together through a gated back entrance flanked by a pair of guards. By “entered together,” she meant that she’d refused to walk and Strathaven had consequently acted like a savage, tossing her over his shoulder and carting her inside. Even from her topsy-turvy perspective, she’d deduced from the richly decorated and quiet corridor that this was an exclusive, secretive place.

Second, another guard had led them to the present chamber which was decorated in alarming shades of scarlet and gold. A fresco on one wall dominated the room: it depicted a naked woman, her nipples painted a lurid red, her body chained to a rock overlooking the sea. The tubular (and rather phallic) head of a giant sea monster thrust ominously from the foamy waves.

Finally, the proprietress of the establishment who greeted them now had a distinctly disreputable look about her. Introducing herself as Mrs. Roddy, she was a handsome, voluptuous blonde who wore more rouge than clothing, and she leered when Strathaven set a bound and furious Emma on her feet.

“Welcome to Andromeda’s,” Mrs. Roddy said. “Games are underway already, are they?”

Games? What games? What does the infernal woman mean?

“I’m being kidnapped!” Emma said indignantly.

Unfortunately, it came out as “Mmf bemf kdmgf!”

Truthfully, she was more angry than frightened. Never in her life had she been manhandled in such a manner—or any manner. She wasn’t used to being told what to do, never mind being forced into places against her will. Strathaven was acting no better than a barbarian!

When she tried to get away from him, his arm circled her waist like a steel band, trapping her against his side. She struggled and succeeded only in rubbing herself against his rigid form. Again, the blighter’s proximity had a queer effect on her senses: her belly quivered, followed by a molten feeling lower down. Her breath hit the linen in quick, successive bursts.

Ruddiness stained the high ridges of the duke’s cheekbones.

“Stop wriggling about,” he ordered.

She glared at him. Then let me go, you heathen!

Ignoring her, he said, “Has everything been arranged, Mrs. Roddy?”

“Yes, Your Grace. And if there’s anything else you need…”

With a suggestive flutter of her sooted lashes, the proprietress performed a curtsy that showed rather too much of her charms. In fact, the robust mounds nearly spilled out of her non-existent bodice. Why bother wearing a dress at all? Catching herself, Emma frowned at the uncharitable thought. Nonetheless, she couldn’t resist darting a look at Strathaven who looked unimpressed by the display.

Not that she cared, of course.

“See that we’re not disturbed for the next half hour,” he said dismissively.

The simpering proprietress departed.

Alone with Strathaven, Emma was torn between fury...and burning curiosity.

Why did he bring me here? What does he hope to prove?

Her instincts told her that he wouldn’t hurt her; if he wished to, he could have attacked her in the carriage. He’d sworn that he didn’t intend to harm her, and Emma hoped that Annabel was right in saying that his wickedness hid an honorable character.

Honorable is a definite stretch, Emma thought darkly. What does the blackguard want?

He went to a set of crimson drapes and parted them in a bold sweep. Emma blinked as a door was revealed. He opened it, and curious in spite of herself, she craned her neck for a better look. A pulse fluttered at the side of her neck as she glimpsed flickering dimness.

“’Tis your choice, Miss Kent,” Strathaven said. “You can either walk through this door on your own two feet or we can have a repeat performance of our earlier entrance.”

Some choice, she thought in disgust.

She assessed the situation. Standing there in his immaculate charcoal cutaway and trousers, his lean form radiating taut power, Strathaven looked ducal. Merciless. A man who didn’t issue threats idly. If she didn’t make a decision in the next few seconds, she had no doubt he would once again toss her over his shoulder.

“Not afraid, are you?” Now his words held the taunting edge of challenge.

Did he think to intimidate her? She was no wilting violet who was going to faint at the sight of a dark room. Squaring her shoulders, she set forth through the doorway.

She entered the enveloping darkness and heard the door click shut, sealing her and Strathaven inside. The air turned heavy and humid in her lungs. As her eyes adjusted, she saw that they were in a narrow, dead-end corridor. Flickering wall sconces illuminated a row of wooden slats set at eye level on both sides of the hallway. Peculiar, muffled sounds raised goose pimples on her skin, her heart beating a furious staccato.

 “I’m going to free you now,” Strathaven said in a low voice. “Be quiet if you don’t wish to be discovered—and I assure you, you don’t.”

The instant he removed the binding from her mouth and hands, she whispered fiercely, “What is this? Why are we here?”

“To relieve you of your innocence.”

His reply sent a tingle over her skin. Before she could argue that she wasn’t a naïve chit—that she’d run a household, raised a family—he placed his hand on the small of her back, guiding her toward the wall. He slid one of the panels open. Emma blinked as a glowing hole appeared, her breath catching as the sounds took on a human quality.

“You wanted to know the truth, Miss Kent. Have a look...if you dare.”

Not one to back down from a challenge, she leaned forward.

A wave of shock crashed over her.

The room was cell-like, starkly furnished with only a plain wooden bench and a table next to it. A fully dressed blond gentleman sat upon the bench whilst a brunette lay on her belly across his lap...and she didn’t have a single stitch of clothing on! Emma swallowed as the man smoothed a tanned hand over the pale hills of the woman’s bottom.

“Have you been a wicked girl?” he said.

“Yes, sir,” the lady replied in a breathy, cultured voice.

“Do you deserve to be punished?”

“If it pleases you, sir.”

Calmly, the man reached to the table next to him. Emma made out an array of odd implements upon its surface. He selected an object...a paddle? In a swift motion, he brought it down against the woman’s backside. The loud slap made Emma jerk back in response.

Her back collided with Strathaven, her pulse leaping wildly at the contact. She was acutely aware of his rock-hard frame caging her, his spicy scent curling in her nostrils. Her fingernails dug desperately into her palms as the sounds of slapping flesh filled the chamber.

Breathe. Remain calm.

“Keep watching,” he murmured.

Shivering at the brush of his breath against her ear, Emma saw that the woman was writhing on the man’s lap now. Her face conveyed not pain, Emma registered with confusion, but...pleasure? How could that be? The lady was being abused, was she not?

“Oh, yes, spank me harder, sir!” the lady cried. “Don’t stop. I’m almost there!”

She wishes to be spanked?

As the brunette’s cries grew in volume and desperation, Emma became keenly aware of her own physical state. Her limbs were quivering, and sweat trickled beneath her bodice, slickening the valley between her breasts, the tips of which had stiffened, throbbing like pulse points. She felt giddy, lightheaded—not like herself at all.

She trembled when Strathaven’s hands closed around her upper arms. He steered her toward the next viewing panel; like one caught in a dream, Emma peered through the revealed hole. Air whooshed from her lungs as she struggled to put two disparate and equally shocking facts together.

First, she was looking into a dungeon.

Second, the people within it were taking part in a wild bacchanal.

The chamber had iron bars in place of walls, and its scantily clad occupants were enthusiastically engaged in debauchery. If Emma had thought that growing up around farms and livestock had given her a general idea of the sexual act, then in that one astonishing instant she was proven wrong. Like a veil, her innocence was ripped away, and she stared at the writhing bodies through wide, disbelieving eyes. Her heart jammed in her throat as her gaze flitted around the cage...

Oh. My. Goodness.

Her cheeks blazed as she beheld the first human phallus she’d ever seen in the flesh. A shirtless man sat upon a wooden chair, his member thrusting upward from the opening in his black buckskins like a crimson flagpole. If that wasn’t shocking enough, he held a black leather strap, which was attached to the matching collar worn by the naked blonde kneeling between his muscular thighs.

When he tugged, the woman gave him a saucy wink and shuffled closer on her knees. She bent her head. Dizzily, Emma watched as the blonde slowly licked up and down the turgid column of flesh before swirling her tongue over the mushroomed dome.

“Suck it,” the man commanded, “Swallow my cock.”

The blonde’s mouth opened obediently, his member disappearing betwixt her lips...

Heart palpitating, Emma tore her gaze away, only to have it land on three—Good God, four?—undulating bodies. A woman was on all fours, bookended by two men. The one behind her was on his knees, his expression salacious as he pumped his manhood into her. The one in front lay on his back, the woman’s head bobbing over his groin. Emma couldn’t see his face because another woman was sitting upon it, grinding her hips and rubbing her breasts...

Sweat misted over Emma’s brow as her eyes shifted to an auburn-haired lady. Her wrists were bound above her head to the iron bars. She stood, her breasts quivering, a black silk blindfold covering her eyes. A man strode over, his fleshy member aimed at her like a lance. Without further ado, he grabbed one of her thighs, hitching it over his hip. The muscles of his buttocks flexed as he entered her in a deep thrust, and the redhead moaned, “Oh, yes. Fuck me harder. Make me beg for mercy...”

The images swam in Emma’s vision as past and present collided. Lady Osgood tied to the gazebo, her voice filtering through bushes. Are you going to hurt me? Oh Strathaven, please, I beg of you...

“Can you take more of my rod, wench?” the man demanded.

“Yes, master, screw it in deeper. Do whatever you wish to me!” the redhead said.

Realization cut like a knife through Emma’s shock; the truth bled out.

A depraved sexual game—that is what I witnessed.

Lady Osgood was a willing participant, and Strathaven, he’s innocent...so to speak.

The scene suddenly vanished, the panel closing. She was whirled around, her back pressed against the wall. Strathaven’s palms planted on either side of her shoulders, trapping her.

In the flickering dimness, a wild, silver fire lit his eyes. Controlled savagery burned beneath his polished facade. Waves of tension rolled off his powerful frame, and every fiber of her being responded to his potent energy. Her skin was hot, sweaty. Her limbs trembled.

“Now do you understand?” he demanded.

She couldn’t look away from his gaze, the heat and the ice. A magnetic force hummed in the sliver of space between them. Her heart thumped, the tempo reckless and uncontrolled. Wordless longing tumbled through her. She wet her lips.

His eyes honed in on the movement of her tongue. His nostrils flared. A sound left him—a groan or a curse—and his mouth crashed upon hers.

She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Strathaven’s firm, hot lips roved over hers with masterful intensity. Sensation overrode everything, a tide of pleasure washing over her, so strong that she lost her bearings. Her lips clung desperately to his, and his kiss grew even more potent and seductively demanding. His drugging male flavor weakened her knees, and he caught her, held her against the wall. She shivered when his tongue swept against her bottom lip.

“Open for me,” he whispered. “Let me in.”

Senses spinning, she obeyed, and his tongue plunged boldly inside. Somewhere in the far recesses of her mind, she registered that her first kiss was unlike anything she could have imagined. He tasted her as if he owned her, and his unapologetic possession sent a strange, singing sweetness through her blood. Her awareness of anything but him faded. Instinctively, she followed his lead, letting him in deeper, meeting his tongue with her own.

A sound tore from his chest, and the kiss grew even more torrid. He penetrated her mouth with a stabbing force that made heat bloom at the center of her being. Fire unfurled over her skin, the tips of her breasts pulsing, itching for contact. She pressed herself against his hard strength and moaned at the sublime sensation, needing more...

His hands found her breasts, and she panted into his mouth as he found the aching tips, teasing them, causing them to rise against the layers of fabric. When he gave a sharp tweak, liquid rushed between her legs, a frantic need rising in that same place. As if he were attuned to her every desire, his thigh wedged into her skirts, and she moaned, rubbing herself against the hard trunk of muscle, desperate for the friction, release from the sweet ache—

“Dearies? Time’s up.”

The words sliced through the moment like a guillotine. It took a moment for Emma to recognize Mrs. Roddy’s voice. Before she could gather her senses, she was shoved behind Strathaven. His broad back to her, he faced the approaching bawd.

“Ah, there you are.” A knowing gleam lit the bawd’s eyes. “Enjoy the show?”

“We’re done,” Strathaven said.

Dazed by the sensations still coursing through her, Emma watched as he dropped a small purse in the bawd’s waiting palm, the coins landing with an ignominious clink.

“Thank you, Your Grace.” Fluttering her lashes, Mrs. Roddy said, “If there is anything else—”

“That is all,” the duke said imperiously.

The bawd curtsied low.

He turned, and Emma’s lungs constricted as she saw his expression. ’Twas as if a curtain of ice had fallen over him, his face frozen in hard lines, his eyes a glacial jade. She flinched when his large hand closed around her arm like a manacle.

“We’re leaving,” he grated out. “Now.”
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CHAPTER NINE




The next evening, Emma wondered what in mercy’s name she was doing. Given all that had transpired in the past day, the last place she should be was here in the foyer of Strathaven’s palatial townhouse. On her last visit here, she’d been distraught over the news of Lady Osgood’s death, her assumption of Strathaven’s culpability; she hadn’t taken note of the surroundings. Now she saw that checkered marble gleamed beneath her half-boots, crystals dripped from the tiered chandelier overhead, and in front of her, the twin wings of the mahogany stairwell seemed to float up toward the paneled ceiling.

Surrounded by the incontrovertible proof of her host’s wealth and power, she couldn’t feel more ill at ease. Yet her honor had demanded that she come. Ambrose and Marianne had taken the rest of the family to a performance at Astley’s tonight, and pleading a headache—plausible, given her return visit to the magistrates earlier that afternoon—Emma had stayed home. Soon after, she’d slipped out of the house and hailed a hackney to the present address.

As much as she hated deceiving her family, she had no choice. She had a debt to settle and the sooner the better. The catastrophic mistake she’d made—the man’s reputation that she’d recklessly ruined—gnawed at her insides.

As did the memory of what had happened yesterday at Andromeda’s.

The kiss washed over her, thrill and dismay swirling in its wake. Of all the times for her to discover that she was indeed capable of feminine passion, of all the men she might have discovered it with...why in God’s name did it have to be Strathaven?

The butler returned, and she noticed how shuffling and painful-looking his gait was.

“His Grace will see you in the library, Miss Kent,” he said with a thick Scottish burr.

For an instant, Emma was tempted to flee—but she’d never been one to shirk duty, no matter how unpleasant it might be. She’d made this mess; she would tidy it up.

She straightened her shoulders. “Thank you, sir.”

“’Tis Jarvis, miss.” His countenance was kindly.

She gave him a small smile and followed him down a long corridor hung with gilt-framed paintings. She had no idea how Strathaven would react to seeing her. The carriage ride home from Andromeda’s had taken place in silence. He’d been white-lipped, foreboding, and she’d been too dazed to say anything herself. He’d deposited her at the corner of her street; the moment she’d entered the house, his conveyance had sped off.

Jarvis held open a door. “In here, miss.”

“Thank you.” Emma heard the uncharacteristic quiver in her own voice.

Pull your chin up. A Kent always takes responsibility for her actions.

Expelling a breath, she entered the large, high-ceilinged chamber. Only a few lamps were lit, and in the flickering dimness, she saw shelves of books lining the walls and leather furniture clustered around a glowing hearth at the center of the room. At the far end was a desk framed by tall bow windows. Strathaven stood there, staring out into the dark gardens.

His still, solitary pose wrought an oddly resonant pang in her breast. Juxtaposed against the starry night sky, he looked...alone. As if he carried the weight of the dark heavens upon his broad shoulders.

At that moment, two shapes darted from the shadows, and Emma let out a startled breath as large paws planted onto her thighs. She found herself looking into the shaggy, grinning faces of two Scottish deerhounds. Their cheerful welcome was infectious.

She scratched them both behind the ears. “Friendly boys, aren’t you?” she murmured.

“Phobos, Deimos—down.”

At their master’s sharp command, the dogs obeyed at once, padding off to curl up in front of the fire. She looked up, her smile fading. Before now, she’d never seen Strathaven in anything but impeccable attire. In his shirtsleeves, his potent virility was even more pronounced. The fine lawn shirt stretched across his wide shoulders, draping over his narrow hips. It was partially unbuttoned, revealing the corded column of his throat, an intriguing glimpse of his muscled chest…

“Why are you here?” he demanded.

She dragged her gaze up. Strathaven’s pets were aptly named after the companions of the mythical Ares. With his face set in harsh lines, his eyes cold and glittering, the duke looked every bit as ruthless as the God of War.

Pulling back her shoulders, she said, “We have unfinished business to discuss.”

“Is that so?” He took a casual sip from the glass he held.

While his indifference grated, she reminded herself that she had wrongly accused him of murder, and thus probably didn’t deserve a warmer welcome...even if they had shared a kiss. To a rake like Strathaven, such intimacies probably meant nothing. He probably kissed women like that all the time. Besides, she knew that his purpose in kissing her had been to demonstrate his superiority—and her inexperience—when it came to sexual matters.

He’d succeeded spectacularly.

Her lips pressed together. Fool me once.

She’d learned her lesson. Even as she now recognized that her disturbing awareness of him was sensual in nature, she knew she was no wanton. ’Twas a boon, actually, that she’d gained a better understanding of carnal impulses. Knowledge was power. She now knew what to guard against.

After all, attraction was just an appetite like any other. Curbing urges had never been a problem for her. During the years her family had been mired in poverty, there’d been plenty of times when she’d practiced stringent economies, chose practical options over indulgent ones.

Just because one craves a piece of cake doesn’t mean one has to have one.

Resolved, she said, “I wanted you to know that I withdrew my testimony today. I told the magistrates that I misjudged what I saw between you and Lady Osgood in the garden.”

His dark eyelashes veiled his gaze. “Why?”

“I was wrong,” she admitted. “About what I thought I saw. I came to offer my sincere apologies for the hardship I have caused you.”

“My forgiveness. That is why you’ve come?” Sarcasm dripped from his voice.

It wasn’t the only reason. In truth, she’d come with a proposition in mind.

Anticipation took root as she considered her brilliant plan to grow two trees from one seed. She could make things right with Strathaven and secure her own future. The proposal was perfect, would benefit all parties involved. She’d spent the last day strategizing how to broach the subject; she didn’t want to repeat her failed negotiations with Ambrose.

Consequently, she said with care, “Actually, there is another reason as well.”

“I thought so.” Strathaven’s mouth had a hard, cynical bent. He tossed back the contents of his glass and set it down with a clink on the desk before advancing toward her.

Although her heart pounded like a drum, she held her ground. He stopped mere inches away, his hands on his lean hips, his booted legs set in an aggressive stance. His clean, spicy musk drifted to her, and her body reacted of its own accord. Her breathing quickened, her mouth pooling as the memory of his dark masculine flavor tingled over her tongue.

One dark brow quirked. “Well, Miss Kent? If you’ve come to exact the devil’s price, you’d best get on with it.”

Devil’s price? What is he talking about?

She marshaled her wits. “I have a proposal to make, Your Grace. A plan that I believe will benefit both of us.”

“Save your breath. You’ll get no offer from me.”

She stared at him blankly. “An offer...for what?”

“Well, now, there are other kinds of offers, are there not?” His pale gaze roved insolently over her. “I didn’t think you were in the market for that sort of arrangement, Miss Kent.”

His meaning sunk in.

“You’re either foxed or mad,” she said in outrage. “I wouldn’t marry you—much less consider the other... Not if we were the last two people on this earth! It’s absurd to even suggest—”

“On that we agree.” His freezing accents cut her off. “So what is this proposal of yours?”

Her fists balled at his unbelievable arrogance. “I’m offering to help you find the murderer, you conceited nodcock!”

“What?” he bit out.

“You heard me.” She tilted her chin up. “Since I got you embroiled in scandal, I’m going to help you get out of it. By conducting an investigation into who killed Lady Osgood.”
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CHAPTER TEN




For once in his life, he had no words. None.

The chit rendered him utterly speechless.

He was already furious at himself over the way he’d lost control at Andromeda’s. He’d brought Miss Kent there to teach her a lesson, to show her the full extent of her ignorance. Devil take it, she ought to have fainted after a minute or two. Or slapped his bloody face.

Instead, she’d tempted him...melted for him.

He still couldn’t believe that he’d kissed her, couldn’t believe how close he’d come to doing much more. If the bawd hadn’t interrupted, he might have found himself well and truly caught in the Parson’s snare for even his tarnished sense of honor wouldn’t permit him to deflower a virgin without accepting the consequences.

He’d assumed that she’d come tonight to demand that he pay the matrimonial piper. The notion of being manipulated by her feminine wiles had enraged him. Savagely, he’d recalled how Laura had seduced him with virginal glances and shy smiles. Aye, he’d paid dearly for losing his head over a so-called innocent, and he’d sworn never to do it again.

But apparently Miss Kent wasn’t interested in marrying him.

This ought to have improved his disposition. For some reason, it infuriated him more.

What does the chit have up her sleeve?

’Twas best to know one’s adversary. Waving a hand to the divan by the fire, he said caustically, “By all means, shower me with your pearls of wisdom.”

With a huff, she went and perched on the cushions. He followed and took the adjacent wingchair. Despite his suspiciousness, he couldn’t help but notice how her velvet cloak set off her creamy skin and rosy lips—lips that he’d sampled. She’d tasted as delicious as she smelled, like an apple tart, wholesome and spicy sweet...

“I have a plan,” she announced, and he instantly grew warier. “For the last several months, I have been working at Kent and Associates, and I’ve learned something of the trade.”

What the devil?

He stared at her. “You have been employed...as an investigator?”

She cleared her throat. “Not exactly. I was assisting my brother in more of, er, an organizational capacity. I have, however, learned the ins and outs of detection work. In fact, I recently solved a case on my own.”

The chit was unbelievable. Cracked. Possibly unhinged.

“As a female investigator,” she went on in a determined manner, “I may be uniquely positioned to assist you.”

Specific positions in which she could assist him flitted through his head.

Scowling, he said, “That is the most demented thing I’ve ever heard. What special female talents do you bring to bear, Miss Kent? Your skill wielding a reticule as a weapon? Or perhaps your remarkable ability to jump to the wrong conclusions?”

“I already apologized for my mistake and have rectified it with the magistrates.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you always this difficult when someone tries to help you?”

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never had the experience,” he said shortly.

He didn’t trust it either. The only one who’d ever tried to do anything for him was the dowager duchess, and he didn’t know which had been more stifling, his illness or Aunt Patrice’s overbearing anxiety.

“That can’t be true,” Miss Kent said with a frown. “Everyone has relied upon another at some point. What about your mama?”

“She died when I was young,” he said curtly.

“Your papa then—”

“I do not discuss my family.”

She looked as if she might argue...and apparently thought better of it. “Well, I am trying to help you,” she said, “and I’ve been thinking: according to the papers, Lady Clara was poisoned. Poison is oft said to be a woman’s weapon. Given that the victim was a woman as well, it seems that a female perspective is warranted in this case, don’t you agree?”

He couldn’t resist bursting her little bubble. “The poison wasn’t intended for Clara. It was in my whiskey. She had the misfortune of drinking with me.”

She blinked. “You were poisoned too? But you’re...not dead.”

“Disappointed?” he said acidly.

“The papers never mentioned—”

“The fewer who know the better. I don’t want the integrity of the investigation tainted.”

Miss Kent’s gaze widened, firelight dancing in the faceted depths. Most brown eyes he’d encountered gave the impression of opacity, but not hers: they were as clear and dark as the finest tea, reflecting her rippling emotions.

“This changes everything,” she said.

“It changes nothing where you’re concerned,” he said with emphasis. “You’re not to get involved. In fact, I want you as uninvolved in my life as possible.”

Keeping her away from him, he concluded, was the only way to preserve his sanity. Emma Kent possessed an uncanny talent for pushing him to his limits. Her willfulness was infuriating—and bloody arousing. He wanted to shake some sense into her. He wanted to yank her into his arms, taste her honeyed surrender again...

She leapt to her feet, which obliged him to rise as well. He suppressed a grimace as his stiffening cock butted against his trousers. Praise God his shirt covered the bulge.

“But you could still be in danger!” She bit her lip, pacing in front of the divan. “This is my fault. I misled the magistrates into focusing on you instead of the true killer.”

Her concern was...befuddling. In his extensive experience with the fair sex, he couldn’t recall a single instance where a woman had been answerable for her actions. Where a female had shown a sense of honor and fair play. As he recalled Laura’s tears and denials, her baseless accusations, his jaw tautened.

“Actions have been taken,” he said abruptly. “I’ve hired investigators.”

“You’ve spoken to Mr. McLeod and my brother?”

The last thing he wanted was to be in Will’s debt. “There are other agencies in town.”

“But none as accomplished as Kent and Associates. They’re the best.” Her head canted to one side. “Why wouldn’t you trust your own brother?”

Because I don’t deserve to.

“It is none of your concern,” he said irritably.

“Can’t we let bygones be bygones? If your life is in peril, we must work together—”

“There is no we, Miss Kent.”

“I am sincerely sorry for my mistake.” Her eyes pleaded with him. Just as he began to thaw slightly, she added, “And it is not as if you’re entirely in the right. You did kidnap and drag me to Andromeda’s after all.”

“I did that because you were too pigheaded to accept the truth,” he gritted out.

“And I gave the testimony because you were too arrogant to explain what really happened.” She had the temerity to lift her chin. “When it all boils down, I’d say we’re equally in the wrong, wouldn’t you?”

His grip on his temper slipped. “Like hell we are. You spied on me and falsely accused me of murder. Then you instigated that kiss—”

“What?” she said indignantly. “You’re the one who started it.”

“You licked your damned lip in invitation!”

“If I did so, ’twas because of nerves. Unlike you, I’m not accustomed to debauchery.”

Her prim, virtuous reply caused the pressure in his veins to shoot up. A muscle by his left eye twitched. “Nerves my arse,” he said. “If you possess any, they are clearly made of iron. The truth is you were bloody eager for my kiss.”

Uncertainty flitted through her eyes—the first of it that he’d seen from the bullheaded chit.

She recovered quickly. “Circumstances being what they were, it is understandable that we were both somewhat overwrought. What’s done is done, however. There’s no sense arguing about it,” she said in annoyingly brisk tones. “If your reluctance to accept my help stems from fear that we’ll end up in another compromising situation, I can assure you that will never happen again.”

Her naive confidence, the flippant way in which she dismissed the attraction between them fueled his need to prove how wrong she was. The termagant needed a lesson, and he needed to rid himself of her once and for all. He knew exactly how to accomplish both goals.

Kill two birds with one stone.

“You think you can control yourself around me?” he said silkily.

“Of course. And there’s naught to control. Truly.”

The slight wobble in that last word betrayed her.

“So if I were to sit on that wingchair right now,”—his gaze directed to the furnishing in question—“with you on my lap and my mouth on yours, you’d be indifferent?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

He stalked toward her, and she retreated immediately. When the back of her knees hit the wingchair, she lost her balance, her bottom smacking softly against the leather seat. He planted his hands on the back of the chair, caging yet not touching her.

Leaning down, he mocked, “Then don’t be a liar. You said you had full control of yourself around me.”

“I do. In that hypothetical scenario, I would be trying to get away from you,” she shot back.

“What if I held you tight, kissed you deeper, licked your sweet lips until you let me in?”

Her cheeks turned rosy. “I—I’d bite your tongue!”

“Ah, but then I’d have to punish you.” He let his words sink in, saw her pupils dilating—not with fear, but...arousal. Devil and damn. His trousers grew instantly tighter.

“You wouldn’t dare.” She didn’t sound so full of conviction now.

“To the contrary, pet, I dare most anything,” he purred. “Now you saw quite the variety of punishments at Andromeda’s; I wonder which you would most prefer? For instance, would you enjoy being bound and helpless as I took my pleasure? As I touched and kissed you however, wherever, I wanted to?”

A choked breath left her. Beneath her cloak, her bosom surged.

“Perhaps you’d like to pleasure me,” he said thoughtfully. “On your knees, taking everything I give you.” His cockstand, already turgid, pulsed at the idea—and even more so when her teeth sank into her lower lip. Sweat dampened his collar; he forced himself to finish what he’d begun. “But I think you’d most like being turned over on my knee. Raising your pretty bottom up for me.”

His senses flooded with the beauty of that image: her supple, white skin beneath his palm, her beauty entirely in his hands. He knew she was not a miss of half-measures; when Emma Kent submitted, she would give...everything. Heat sizzled through his veins, and he burned to know the generosity of her ardor, to show her ecstasy that she’d never known before.

In a hoarse voice, he continued, “You could let go of fear and worry, Emma. Put yourself into my keeping.” He cupped her downy cheek, her quiver travelling straight to his prick. “You could trust me to give you everything you need.”

She made a strangled sound, and he saw his own dark desire mirrored in her eyes. Her cheeks were flushed with arousal rather than disgust. She swayed toward him, her breath panting through her lips, her passion like a seed poised to sprout through virginal inhibitions...

Virgin—a trap.

His mind sounded the alarm over his roaring lust. Laura seemed sweet and passionate, and she played you for a fool. His gut clenched as her betrayals flooded him, the humiliating memories. The loss...

Never again.

Control is everything.

Somehow, he mastered himself. Pushing away from the wingchair, he straightened and lifted a brow. “Well, pet? Are you unaffected now? In complete control?”

She blinked, paling as the words struck home. “You’re a bastard,” she whispered.

“I’m honest,” he corrected coolly. “This is what will happen if you play games with me. Now this is your last warning: stop meddling or face the consequences.”

She shot to her feet. “Fine. If you wind up dead, see if I give a farthing!”

Phobos and Deimos leapt up, ready to give chase to her departing figure.

“Stay,” Alaric commanded.

The deerhounds came over to him, whining at the loss of a visitor.

“Trust me, lads,” he said darkly. “It has to be this way.”




*




Despite his victory over the indomitable chit, Alaric felt bedeviled with restlessness. The dark fantasies he’d used to warn off Miss Kent continued to plague his lustful imagination. Visions of her kneeling in front of him, her lips parting so sweetly as he fed her every inch of his throbbing shaft...

He paced the library like a damned prisoner in his own house. Either he could go upstairs and frig himself like a blasted greenling or he could find some distraction. His club—that was the ticket. He hadn’t gone to White’s since Clara’s death, and his continued absence would add fuel to the gossip.

Best to nip it in the bud. He had naught to hide.

Summoning his carriage, he made the short trip over to St. James Street.

As Alaric entered White’s, that bastion of male comfort, all eyes turned to him. The scent of leather and cigar smoke curled in his nostrils as he returned cold stares and polite greetings in equal measure. Nothing like strife to separate friends from foes. He made mental note of who fell on which side: the Scot in him valued loyalty above all else.

“Strathaven, I am surprised to see you here.”

At the pompous drawl, Alaric turned to see the Earl of Mercer approaching, accompanied by his usual pack of dandies. With his wheat-colored hair immaculately pomaded and his trim figure clad in embroidered velvet, Mercer was a handsome Pink of Fashion. He was also a snob, the kind of fellow whose sole purpose in life appeared to be flaunting his wealth and position—neither of which he’d earned—and spewing “wit” with his viper’s tongue.

“Why would you be surprised?” Alaric said in even tones.

“The passing of Lady Osgood—so very shocking to the sensibilities.” Mercer shuddered. “It appears you’ve managed to escape unscathed. Must be those hardy Scottish sensibilities of yours.”

Mercer’s cronies tittered.

“I had nothing to do with Lady Osgood’s death. Anyone who claims the contrary can meet me at dawn,” Alaric said coldly.

“At dawn? How uncivilized an hour. Lord knows I have plenty of engagements,” Mercer said with a brittle laugh, “and cannot possibly rearrange my schedule to fit you in.”

“Well met, gentlemen.” Gabriel, the Marquess of Tremont, came up to them. If Tremont’s astute grey gaze took the full measure of the tense situation, his pleasant expression showed no signs of it. “Mercer, I believe some friends of yours are looking for you. Something about an entry in the betting book.”

“A gentleman’s work is never done.” Sketching a bow, the earl sauntered off, his entourage tagging at his heels.

Alaric said in low tones, “I’d like to rearrange more than that bastard’s schedule.”

“Mercer’s just looking to stir trouble. Don’t give him the satisfaction.” Tremont slapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s have a drink and talk of more important things.”

They managed to find prized seats by a private hearth.

“They don’t make chairs like this anywhere else,” Tremont said, stretching out his legs.

“They do if you pay them enough.” Alaric had commissioned furnishings from the same manufacturer for his study at Strathmore Castle, and it had cost him a pretty penny.

Tremont regarded him with a dry smile. “We aren’t all as rich as Croesus, you know.”

While the marquess had improved the financial situation he’d inherited, apparently he still had a ways to go. Alaric understood the other’s predicament. After all, he’d spent his tenure as duke replenishing the coffers left empty by his guardian’s profligacy.

“You will be once our venture is settled at month’s end,” Alaric assured him.

“I do have some good news on that front. I spoke with Burrowes today, and he’s decided to stand firm with us. His show of support should help us cauterize this wound yet.”

“Well done,” Alaric said. “That is the best news I’ve had all day.”

“What are you two up to now?” said an amused voice. “Whatever it is, may I join in?”

Marcus Harrington, Lord Blackwood, was another friend from his Oxford days. Blackwood had been the spare to the title back then and after University had bought a commission in the army. His training was still evident in his militaristic bearing, the precise cut of his golden brown hair. After his brother’s death, he’d acquired a marquessdom and a marchioness soon thereafter.

All three stood and exchanged bows.

Alaric said, “Care for a hand of cards, Blackwood?”

“Why not? I could always do with some of your gold.”

At one o’clock in the morning, Alaric left the table with heavier pockets, bowing to the good-natured groans of his friends. Outside, he descended the steps of the club, aware of an edgy energy that the night’s distractions had not quelled. As he headed toward his carriage parked up ahead, he considered making a stop at a bawdy house. Mayhap a fuck was what he needed to rid himself of his inexplicable itch for Miss Kent once and for all.

Yet for some damnable reason, he didn’t feel like bedding a whore.

The oncoming rattle of wheels made him look to the road. A black carriage was flying over the cobblestone; the driver, a fellow obscured by a dark hat and greatcoat, must have bacon for brains for driving that fast down St. James. Trash fluttered from the open window. As the vehicle passed him, Alaric glimpsed whipping curtains, a face split by a scar into two menacing halves, metal glinting—

Even as he threw himself to the ground, the shot rang in his ears. He lay on the pavement, blinking up at the stars. Muffled shouts came from the distance. Scorching pain flamed over his arm, and the night descended upon him.




***











CHAPTER ELEVEN




The stillroom, with its bottle-lined shelves and large work table, was a refuge for Emma. Claiming that remedies were not her forte, Marianne’s housekeeper generously allowed Emma use of the space below stairs whenever she wished. At present, Emma was working on a salve for Mr. Pitt’s aching knees and the second footman’s bad back. She added drops of camphor to the bowl, stirring it into the thick concoction of beeswax and rosewater.

“The new gowns came for me and Polly,” Violet said. Perched on the table next to the bowl, she swung her legs idly.

“That’s good, dear,” Emma said absently.

Thank God she had a few mundane activities to occupy her. If not, she might have been driven mad by her thoughts. Do not think about him, she reprimanded herself.

“There’s ribbons and slippers to match,” Violet went on.

“Mmm.”

As Emma concentrated on giving the salve a good mix with the wooden spoon, she kept hearing Strathaven’s seductive voice, the wicked things he’d described last night. The pale fire of his gaze licked through her.

You could let go of fear and worry, Emma. Put yourself into my keeping. You could trust me to give you everything you need.

A shiver ran through her. She ought to have been shocked. Disgusted.

Instead, his words set off a deep, explosive resonance that shook the foundations of her being.

’Twas a yearning she could put no words to—an urge so terrifying that for the first time in her life, she’d not only stood down, but fled. Only she couldn’t run from herself. From the strange, mortifying, exhilarating impulses that Strathaven had awakened in her.

She’d dreamed of him last night. Of them, tangled skin against skin. In sleep, she had no control over her will, and she’d let him do everything he’d described to her. His hands, his mouth, his command... Pleasure had trapped her like a bell jar, and there’d been no escaping the confines of her own surrender. He’d owned her breath, her body, her soul—and she’d never felt more free. She’d awoken bathed in perspiration, the tips of her breasts pebbled and throbbing, her sex slick with dew...

“I don’t think I’ll have much use for a new wardrobe,” Violet droned on. “I’m planning on joining Astley’s and becoming a circus performer.”

“That’s nice, dear,” Emma said.

Silence met her words.

She looked up from the bowl. “Sorry,” she sighed. “I wasn’t listening, was I?”

“Not to a single word I was saying.” Vi’s golden-brown eyes narrowed. “What is the matter with you, anyway? You’ve been acting strangely all this week.”

“Nothing’s the matter. I’m just...preoccupied.”

“By what? Making salve?” Vi’s gaze rolled upward. “Back in Chudleigh Crest, you did that while tending to Papa, sewing up petticoats for me and Polly, putting out Harry’s latest fire, and cooking supper. No, something’s going on,”—Vi tapped her chin—“and I’d put my money on the duke.”

Though her pulse skittered, Emma spooned salve into the waiting jars. “I’ve cleared up the matter with the magistrates. I’ll have no further dealings with him.”

Why doesn’t that make me feel relieved?

She told herself that things were better this way. She had to admit that she was not as in command of her carnal impulses as she’d believed, and staying away from Strathaven was clearly the safest option. After all, she’d offered to make amends; he’d refused. She’d done what she could. As for furthering her investigative skills, she’d simply have to find another way to convince Ambrose...

The sound of rustling silk made her turn to the doorway. One look at Marianne’s grave expression, and even Violet said in alarm, “What’s wrong, Marianne?”

“I’ve just received some rather disturbing news.”

Emma’s nape tingled with premonition. “What is it?”

“It’s Strathaven,” Marianne said. “He’s been shot.”




***











CHAPTER TWELVE




If there was anything Alaric despised, it was the sick bed.

He’d spent half his youth in one, the boredom and helplessness nearly as bad as the illness itself. He’d hated the quacks; summoned by Aunt Patrice, they’d arrived to Strathmore Castle in droves, vials of potions rattling in their carrying cases. Some supposed cures had actually made matters worse; after being dosed with a tincture of belladonna, he’d retched for hours. Writhing and shivering in his own sweat, he’d prayed for an end to the suffering.

Lady Patrice had nursed him tirelessly through it all. Having lost her own son to scarlet fever, she wasn’t taking any chances with her new ward. Between her, the stifling sickroom, and uncontrollable episodes of pain, he’d felt like an osprey stuffed in a canary cage.

Like Ares imprisoned in that bloody jar.

His gaze went to the painting on the wall, which brought that mythological scene to life in darkly exquisite oils. He’d commissioned the work from an Italian master, and it showed the God of War, his muscles rippling and fists raised against the curved walls of his cell. The artist had captured Ares’ expression admirably, and it wasn’t a pretty picture. It wasn’t meant to be.

To Alaric, it was a reminder: he’d never let himself be trapped again.

“How are we doing today?” came a bright, female voice.

Annabel McLeod entered the room, Will trotting at her heels. The two had showed up after the shooting—summoned by Jarvis, the old betrayer—and proceeded to nurse Alaric, who’d been too weak to fend them off.

Now he glared at his sister-in-law. She had pulled back the sleeve of his robe without so much as a by-your-leave and was fussing with the dressing on his right arm.

“Are you trying to finish off what the assassin started?” he said.

Annabel narrowed her violet eyes at him. No tepid lass, his brother’s wife. Her temper could flare as brightly as her hair. The Scotsman in him respected a woman who could give as good as she got. Of course, this made him think of Miss Kent.

Did she know that he’d been shot? If she did, would she care?

Only insofar as she’d like to finish the job.

“If you’d hold still instead of thrashing like a lamprey, I’d have an easier time of it,” Annabel said tartly. “Dr. Abernathy said to check the wound at least once a day.”

“He may be Scottish, but he’s still a quack,” Alaric grumbled.

“You keep your tone civil, or I’ll take my leave and my wife with me,” his brother growled from the other side of the bed.

Turning his head on the pillow, Alaric inquired, “Oh, you’re still here?”

“You bloody ingrate—”

“Enough, you dunderheads.” Annabel peeled away his bandage with enough force to make him inhale sharply. Her auburn brows knit together as she peered at his injury. “The wound’s oozing, but it doesn’t look infected. The mold paste appears to be doing its job.”

“The paste was a fine touch, lass,” Will said. “Brains as well as beauty. I’m a lucky fellow.”

Seeing the smug expression on his brother’s face, Alaric thought he might be ill again. For all his brawn, Will was naught but an oversized pup when it came to his wife. What a chump.

Although Alaric had to admit that Annabel had proved rather handy in this instance. The daughter of a country physician, she’d been the one to suggest smearing his wound with the concoction of fermented bread, an infection preventative that her father had used with great success. Dr. Abernathy had been intrigued in her fount of knowledge, and the two had had quite a time of it, debating ways to treat Alaric’s injury. He’d felt like a side of beef with two chefs arguing over which was the best way to serve him up.

“I’m the lucky one.” Adoration shone in Annabel’s eyes as she gazed at her husband.

Devil take it, the two should just find a bedchamber and be done with it.

She set a tray over Alaric’s lap. “As for you, Your Grace, you’d best eat something if you hope to regain your strength.”

His stomach churned at the sight of the gruel; it brought back memories of the old duke’s punishments. Of the tasteless mush he’d been given to cure him of his “malingering.” He’d sooner starve than eat a spoonful of such shite again.

“I’m not hungry,” he said testily. “I’d like rest and privacy, if you please.”

Fists on her hips, Annabel looked ready to argue, but Will intervened. “Not until we talk.”

“About what?” Alaric said.

“Who’s out to kill you, for starters.”

“That’s none of your affair.” In a moment of weakness—which he chalked up to blood loss—he’d told his brother everything, from the poison in his whiskey to the shooter last night.

Will glowered at him. “We’re kin. Of course it’s my affair.”

Jarvis’ wizened head poked into the room. “Your Grace, Mr. Kent has arrived.”

“Send him up,” Will said before Alaric could answer.

Jarvis—or should he say Judas—shuffled out to do Will’s bidding.

“What the devil is your partner doing here?” Alaric demanded.

“I asked him to come. He’s the best investigator in London.” Will folded his arms over his chest. “And something tells me your particular predicament calls for the best.”

Before Alaric could argue further, footsteps sounded on the stairs, and, a minute later, Ambrose Kent strode in. He wasn’t alone. Miss Kent followed and mayhap Alaric was hungrier than he realized for she looked luscious in a dress the color of summer peaches. An odd spasm hit his chest when he saw the genuine worry in her eyes.

She was concerned...about him?

“Your Grace. I do hope we’re not inconveniencing you.”

Alaric’s gaze shifted to the owner of the sultry, feminine voice. He hadn’t noticed the regal silver blonde who had followed Miss Kent in, though by all rights he ought to have. Mrs. Kent, the former Lady Marianne Draven, was an Incomparable after all. She performed an elegant curtsy. Hastily, Emma followed suit, and her unfussy little bob made him want to smile.

Schooling his features, he tried to discern if Miss Kent’s family had any inkling about the escapade at Andromeda’s or her visit last evening to his home. Given the fact that her brother wasn’t throttling him or calling him out, he guessed she’d kept their encounters under wraps.

Her discretion was surprising—and irritating. Any other virgin would be clamoring for him to do the right thing. But not Emma Kent, the stubborn, high-minded chit. He, a bloody duke, wasn’t good enough for her. The question flitted into his head—what the hell did she desire in a husband?—and he shoved it out just as quickly.

He deliberately turned his attention upon her sister-in-law. “Mrs. Kent,” he drawled, “beauty such as yours is never an inconvenience. I’m afraid I’m rather laid up at the moment. Otherwise I’d pay you proper homage.”

“You had better not,” Will said under his breath.

Alaric got his brother’s meaning. Although he’d judged his brother’s partner to be a calm, reasonable fellow, the warning scowl on Ambrose Kent’s face suggested otherwise. Which went to show that even a rational man could be made a fool over a woman.

Well, if Kent and Will didn’t know the difference between idle flirtation and actual intent, then that was their problem. The truth was that it required effort to keep his attention upon Mrs. Kent when all he wanted to do was look at Emma. Surreptitiously, he continued to monitor her.

She was taking in his private sanctuary, a line furrowing between her fine brows as her gaze hit the painting. He wondered what she was thinking. To him, she looked deliciously out of place in the masculine bedchamber. Against the backdrop of the striped forest green silk walls and heavy mahogany furnishings, she appeared more like a fresh, juicy fruit than ever.

An image burst upon his brain: Miss Kent naked and tied to his big tester bed, moaning as he buried his face between her thighs...

Beneath the covers, his cock stirred against his thigh. Get a bloody hold of yourself, man. Thank God the tray hid his disgraceful state.

“It seems I owe you an apology, Your Grace,” Kent said stiffly. “We Kents have misjudged you, and I have come to make amends. The services of Kent and Associates are at your disposal, with my compliments.”

Alaric was tempted to tell Kent to take his free services and go to hell...but as much as it galled him, he did need help. Someone was out to kill him, and the Runners he’d hired were proving worthless. They were flummoxed by the shooting, had made no progress on the poisoning either.

His instincts told him that Kent was a man who could be trusted. And, despite the longstanding animosity between him and Will, the truth was that he knew his brother would never stab him in the back...however much he might deserve it.

“Your Grace.” Miss Kent approached the side of his bed. Fingers knotted together, she said, “I am terribly sorry that my actions led to you being harmed, and I hope you will be willing to forgive the past.”

Her beseeching eyes and sincere apology hit him like pellets of sunshine. His antagonism slowly melted. When it came to the misunderstanding over Clara’s death, he found he couldn’t hold a grudge against Miss Kent any longer. It would be churlish to do so when, in truth, she’d made an honest mistake, and his own actions hadn’t been blameless.

“Think no more of it. You didn’t shoot me—some blighter did,” he said brusquely.

He was rewarded by her tremulous smile.

“Do you know the identity of the shooter?” Kent drew his attention to the business at hand.

“No. But he had a scar. Like this.” Alaric drew a finger down the middle of his face, mimicking the zigzagging disfigurement. “It was dark, and I didn’t get a good look at the rest of him.”

“That’s a start.” Kent had removed a small notebook and was scribbling in it. “Onto suspects, then. Who might want you dead?”

“A charming fellow like him?” Will snorted. “You’ll need a bigger book.”

“Very droll, Peregrine,” Alaric said in icy tones. “As a matter of fact, only one person comes to mind. His name is Silas Webb, and he used to work for the company I acquired.” He related his history with Webb. “The Runners I hired haven’t been able to find any trace of him.”

“We’ll look into it.” Kent tapped his pencil against the page. “Might you have any other enemies related to your mining venture or other business dealings? In my experience, money is a prime motivation for murder.”

“Anyone who has invested in my scheme has become richer for it. If blunt were the measure, I’d be rolling in friends,” Alaric said.

“Speaking of personal relationships, do you have any, um, intimate acquaintances who might have an axe to grind?” Miss Kent put in. “I’ve heard it said that poison is a woman’s weapon, you see—”

“We’re not discussing my private affairs,” he said.

He’d be damned if that Pandora’s Box was opened in front of an audience. Nevertheless, Miss Kent’s conjecture made his chest tighten uncomfortably. After Laura’s death, he’d gone on a bit of a sexual rampage. He’d had his share of affaires; some of them had not ended well. Despite his making his expectations clear, a few ladies had hoped for marriage. Would any of them try to murder him over the disappointment?

It seemed unlikely, to say the least.

“How can we solve the case if you don’t tell us everything?” Miss Kent said.

“You are not getting involved.”

He and Kent traded startled glances—they’d said the words simultaneously.

She crossed her arms beneath her bosom. “I’m just trying to help.”

“Emma does have a point.” This came from Mrs. Kent. “Relationships can be deadly. For instance,” she said, “have you considered Lord Osgood as a possible culprit? He’d have motive—against both you and Lady Osgood for making him a cuckold.”

“Excellent point, my dear,” Kent said.

“As far as I know, the Osgoods had an understanding. Lord Osgood had no problem with his wife’s...friendships.” Seeing Miss Kent’s rapt interest, Alaric searched for a delicate explanation. “As long as she was discreet, he encouraged it because he had his own pursuits.”

“He had friendships with other ladies?” Miss Kent said, wrinkling her nose.

“Not with ladies, no.” He saw understanding dawn for everyone except Miss Kent, who continued to look confused. “My point is Lord Osgood understood and benefited from their arrangement. He wanted a wife on his arm and a marriage to show the world; he had no reason to kill Clara.”

“Ah,” Mrs. Kent said. To Miss Kent, she murmured, “I’ll explain later, dear.”

Kent cleared his throat. “As I see it, there are two avenues of investigation with which to proceed. The first is the poisoning. McLeod told me about your runaway maid, and it is a coincidence that cannot be overlooked. Your staff must be interrogated.”

“It’s been done,” Alaric said.

“Not by me.”

Said without pride, there was nonetheless a confidence to Kent’s words that inspired Alaric’s own. For the first time since this murder business began, he felt a prickle of hope.

“Now for the shooting.” Kent came closer to the bed. “After McLeod described the attempt to me, I went to the scene.”

So saying, he removed a small drawstring pouch from his side pocket and emptied the contents onto the coverlet.

In disbelief, Alaric picked up the pair of lead balls, studying them. Misshapen and lumpy, they were each the approximate size of his thumbnail. “You found the shot?”

“They were embedded in a wooden post behind where you were standing.” Kent shrugged. “So we know the weapon was double-barreled. By my guess, a flintlock.”

Shaking his head in amazement, Alaric picked up the torn segment of paper next to the bullet. “What is this?”

“Part of a cartridge wrapper, I believe.”

Alaric knew that some shops offered pre-assembled cartridges, with the gunpowder and projectile wrapped in parchment for easy loading. When he put down the paper, specks of a sooty substance clung to his fingertips.

“It was caught in alleyway debris a few yards from where you were attacked. The fact that there’s still gunpowder residue upon it suggests that the cartridge was freshly used,” Kent said.

A memory pushed through Alaric’s brain.

“As the carriage was coming toward me, I saw something fly out of the window. It could have been this.” He turned the paper this way and that and saw a symbol along the ragged edge. Part of it had been torn away; what remained was half an oval filled with squiggly lines. “Is that an emblem of some sort?”

“I believe it is part of an insignia used by the gun shop. It may lead us to the place that sold the weapon and the shooter himself. If it suits you for our firm to take on your case, I will personally pursue that line of enquiry.”

Alaric had to admit he was impressed. “The case is yours—on one condition.”

Kent quirked a brow.

“I will pay your usual rate plus any expenses incurred in the course of the investigation. I will not be beholden to anyone,” he stated.

Kent exchanged looks with Will, who shrugged.

“As you wish,” Kent said crisply. “In addition to the footmen I saw out front, I would suggest that you retain professional guardsmen for your protection.”

“I know some fellows,” Will said. “Honest, reliable men from the regiment who I fought side by side with and can vouch for. They’d be keen on the job.”

Alaric inclined his head. “Hire them on.”

“I will keep you apprised of our progress.” Kent bowed. “We will leave you to your rest.”

“Our wishes for your speedy recovery, Your Grace,” Mrs. Kent said.

“May I visit again?” Miss Kent blurted. “To inquire on your health?”

Her request surprised...and touched him. “If you wish,” he said gruffly.

“I’ll be here in the afternoons,” Annabel chirped up. “So I could chaperone.”

Kent’s brows came together. “Emma, it isn’t safe. After all, the duke has been targeted—”

“You saw the footmen outside, darling,” Mrs. Kent cut in, “and now there’s to be armed guards as well. This place is more secure than St. James’s Palace.”

Kent looked as if he might argue further, but his wife took him by the arm and led him toward the door. “I’ll accompany Emma the day after tomorrow. Would two o’clock suit, Annabel?”

“Perfectly, Marianne.”

To Alaric, the look shared by the two ladies appeared suspiciously...conspiratorial.




***











CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Accompanied by Marianne, Emma returned to Strathaven’s residence two days later. The Palladian townhouse looked even more imposing with the armed guards flanking the entrance. Mr. Jarvis showed them inside, and she saw that his gait was as slow and shuffling as the last time. Removing a jar from the basket she was carrying, she handed it to him.

“’Tis a salve that relieves aching joints,” she said. “I thought you might like to try it.”

“Right kind o’ ye, miss. Much obliged,” he said with a wide smile.

As he led her and Marianne through the foyer, she asked, “How is His Grace faring today?”

“He’s much recovered. Been through worse. His Grace ain’t no dainty English fop, but a Scot through and through.”

Emma heard the pride in the butler’s voice. “Have you worked for him long?”

“Worked for Strathavens my whole life, miss. I was there that first day His Grace arrived at Strathmore Castle. Nine years old, he was, and the new ward of the former duke.”

Emma recalled what Annabel had said about Strathaven being raised apart from his brother at a young age. “Why did he come to live here when he had his own family?”

“His father was a distant cousin to the old duke. When the duke’s own son died and he and the duchess couldna have another, he took the young master in.”

Emma pondered this as the butler slowly led them up one sweeping wing of the double staircase. “Wasn’t he sad to be parted from his family and at so young an age?” Put in his situation, her heart would have torn in two.

“Not every family is a happy one, dear,” Marianne murmured.

“Canna say I know much about that. Even as a lad, His Grace was never the sort to wear his heart on his sleeve.” Pausing on the landing, Mr. Jarvis looked back at Emma, his rheumy gaze unexpectedly shrewd. “He’s got his reasons to protect it, but if you approach with a patient, kind hand, you’ll see his bark is worse than his bite.”

Before Emma could digest that, Mrs. McLeod came toward them.

“Emma, thank goodness you’ve come,” the auburn-haired beauty said. “Strathaven is in quite the temper today.”

“I may not improve that situation,” Emma said truthfully.

“Nonsense. He has been asking for you.”

“He has?” Her heart gave a silly little hiccup. “He wants to see me?”

“His precise words were I thought the chit was supposed to be here at two.” Winking, Mrs. McLeod nudged her toward the door. “Why don’t you go on in, dear. I have something to discuss with Marianne, and we’ll be in shortly.”

With a fortifying breath, Emma ventured into the bedchamber.

Strathaven was sitting up in his tester bed, lounging against pillows, a portrait of sartorial elegance in his black silk dressing robe. At the same time, there were hints of vulnerability, too: his thick raven hair was tousled, and shadows hung beneath his eyes. He studied a letter, then tossed it impatiently onto the pile of correspondence on the bed.

“Good afternoon, Your Grace,” she said.

His head jerked up, and pale green eyes roved over her. “You came after all.”

“I said I would.”

“How rare. A woman who keeps her word,” he drawled.

She was about to retort in kind when Mr. Jarvis’ words came back to her. Was the duke’s surliness a shield of sorts? Had he been hurt in the past—by his family? Or someone else?

Even so, it’s no reason for him to snap at me.

With a patience honed from raising four siblings, she counted to ten in her head. “I’m only late because of this.” She tapped the wicker basket. “Our chef is territorial when it comes to the kitchen. I had to wait until he went out to the market before I could use it.”

His dark brows came together. “Why would you need to use the kitchen?”

“To cook, of course.” Spotting the tray on the side table, she went to unpack the basket’s contents. She brought the tray over to the bed and placed it over Strathaven’s lap.

He stared down as if he’d never seen stew or bread before. “You made that? For me?”

The odd note in his voice reminded her that ladies of the ton didn’t prepare meals, leaving such menial tasks to the staff. Emma, however, had cooked all her life, and back in Chudleigh Crest, it had been a gesture of goodwill to bring sustenance to sickly neighbors.

“It’s just hotchpotch,” she said with sudden embarrassment. “Mrs. McLeod said you weren’t eating, so I thought you might like to try it. It’s quite restoring—my brother Harry always asked for it when he was ill.”

Strathaven gave her an unreadable glance. He picked up the spoon and dipped it into the simmered medley of meat and vegetables. Gingerly, he brought it to his mouth.

What was I thinking, preparing a simple country dish for a duke?

He probably had a team of French chefs producing cuisine suitable for his refined palate. She wanted to groan at her gaucheness.

It was too late. He’d sampled the spoonful.

“It’s good.” He sounded surprised. “Delicious, actually.”

Flustered by the compliment, she said, “It probably just seems so compared to the bland sickroom foods you’ve been eating. I’ve never understood why a sick person should have to eat food a healthy person wouldn’t.”

“I’ve never understood it myself,” he said.

He flashed a smile at her—a crooked, boyish one that transformed him, in a blink, from a wickedly brooding duke to a devastatingly handsome man. Her senses reeled.

He waved her to a chair at his bedside, where she sat, further astonished when he proceeded to tear off a piece of the loaf she’d baked, dipping it into the bowl. This was something any member of her family would have done, but he seemed too sophisticated, too ducal, to mop up hotchpotch with bread.

Nonetheless, he ate with seeming gusto, and her gaze wandered to the painting on the bedside wall. The dark, grotesque picture depicted a man—an ancient soldier, she would guess, from his crested helmet and gladiator-like garb—held captive in...an urn? His expression ravaged, the poor fellow pummeled his fists futilely at the walls.

Who in their right mind would want to wake up to that? she mused.

“Can you cook anything else?” Strathaven drew her attention back to him.

She nodded. “My mama taught me. Being the eldest girl, I helped her in the kitchen as soon as I could peel a potato. After she passed, I took over preparing the family’s meals.”

“How old were you when she died?”

“Thirteen.” Were they having a...normal conversation?

“That explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“Your tendency to take charge.”

Her shoulders stiffened. “I do what needs to be done, Your Grace. If you want to call that managing, then so be it.”

“You needn’t take that tone.” He put down his spoon, wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Tell me, Miss Kent, are you always this difficult? Or is it merely with me?”

“No one has called me difficult before you.” At least, not to her face.

“It’s me, then.” His mouth curved in the faintest of smiles. “’Tis only fair, I suppose.”

“What is fair?”

“Given that you seem to bring out the devil in me, it is only fair that I should have the same effect on you,” he said dryly.

She was about to argue that there was no devil in her—but that wasn’t true, was it? Since meeting him, she’d interfered with justice, visited a bawdy house, and engaged in a reckless embrace. She’d discovered her susceptibility to wanton impulses; her once sturdy morals lay in shambles. With a feeling of resignation, she decided not to add lying to the list.

“Fine. We bring out the worst in each other,” she muttered. “Satisfied, Your Grace?”

He laughed, the husky sound ruffling her senses further. “I believe that this is the first time we have agreed on anything.”

Wry humor tugged at her lips. “We agree that we disagree?”

He gave a slow nod. "To celebrate the momentous occasion—and also because it seems ludicrous not to do so at this juncture—let’s skip the formalities, shall we? My name is Alaric.”

“Oh. Well, I’m Emma. As you know.” She fought to keep from blushing.

His smile faded, and his gaze grew intent. “Tell me, Emma, why are you being so nice?”

“I’m not acting any differently than usual.”

“Let me rephrase, then: why are you being nice to me?”

Right. Now that she could see that his health was improving, ’twas time to proceed with the other purpose of her visit.

Alaric was in danger, and he needed help. Ambrose was making some headway, but his interrogation of Alaric’s staff had turned up no clues. Desperately, Emma had begged her brother to let her have a go with the maids. He’d adamantly refused.

“You’ve been far too entangled with Strathaven already,” he’d said sternly. (You don’t know the half of it, she’d thought). “I won’t have you involved in this business any further, Em.”

There’d been no swaying her brother. Once he made his mind up, Ambrose was as stubborn as an ox. This left her one other option. If she could convince Alaric to let her talk to his servants, then maybe she could find a clue to the missing Lily Hutchins—and save his life.

She had to try.

“Since your life is in peril, I thought we should bury the hatchet,” she began.

“Consider it buried.”

That was easy. Too easy. His expression gave away nothing.

“You know my brother talked to your staff at the cottage—”

“And discovered nothing. As I predicted.”

“It can be difficult for women to talk to men,” she said diplomatically. “On the other hand, perhaps if I were to interview the maids—”

“Devil take it, I should have known.” He scowled at her. “You’re like a bloody dog with a bone, you know that?”

“I’m only trying to help,” she protested.

“Why?”

“What do you mean why? Someone shot at you. Your life is at risk—”

“I’m touched by your concern for my welfare. But there’s something else, another reason, isn’t there?” Beneath his piercing gaze, she found herself squirming. “Spit it out, Miss Kent, or I will drag it out of you.”

She huffed out a breath. “I do care whether you live or die—God knows why. But, yes, my plan does benefit us both. I tried to explain this to you last time, but you wouldn’t give me a chance—”

“Explain now.”

“By assisting in your case, I will prove to my brother that I am capable of doing investigative work. Joining Kent and Associates is my calling, and I’m going to fulfill it one way or another.” With a touch of defiance, she added, “What do you think?”

“You don’t want to know,” he said grimly.




*




He’d known the chit had something up her sleeve.

Alaric fought to control his anger at being manipulated. Cooking him stew, acting so concerned, being so sweet—all of it was a ploy. She was as cunning as all the females he’d known. To think, he’d been touched that she seemed to care...

His gut balled as he thought of Laura. How he’d fallen for her words of love. After their wedding, her adoring whispers had warped into insistent demands for his attention. No matter how much he gave, it had never been enough. She’d goaded him, tried to make him jealous, bedded one man after another. All the while, she’d blamed him.

You’re a selfish bastard. You have no heart. You don’t know how to love.

Aye, she’d been a manipulative bitch—but she hadn’t been wrong, either.

He did lack the capacity for softer feelings, and it was a bloody good thing. Because they couldn’t be used against him. Because no one, not even Emma Kent, could twist him to her will. Her stupid whims. Fury frosted his insides. A female investigator? Who ever heard of that?

She shot to her feet, glaring down at him. “You’re as bad as Ambrose. Why won’t either of you at least give my plan a chance?”

With a curse, he yanked aside the covers.

She backed away. “Have a care. Your injury—”

“Damn my injury and damn your obstinacy.” He stalked toward her, backing her into a corner. Through his teeth, he said, “Next time, don’t bother with the stew and just say what you want.”

“What does stew have to do with this?” She sounded bewildered. “And I am telling you what I want!”

“You can’t seriously think you can be an investigator,” he snapped.

“Why not?”

“We’re talking about a murder investigation. A dangerous business and one that you are entirely unsuited for.”

She dared to glower at him. “And why is that?”

“Because you’re a bloody lass—and an innocent one at that!”

She scowled. “I’m not that innocent, thanks to you.”

Of all the times to remind him of blasted Andromeda’s—he set his jaw, struggled to think through his haze of anger and arousal. Why did she always push him to the edge? The idea of her hurt because of this mess set off a maddening beat in his blood. Protective instincts he’d thought long dead roared to life and angered him even more.

Why did she stir up his old, stupid dreams?

Experience had taught him that love was just a euphemism for power. In relationships, there were only two options: control or be controlled. He would never be anyone’s puppet again.

“You’re not getting involved, and that is final,” he gritted out.

“You cannot dictate what I do.” Her bosom surged. 

“Can’t I? I believe I proved you wrong two nights ago in my library. Care for another demonstration?” Because he burned to give it to her.

“Stop trying to intimidate me with your…your seductive wiles!”

“So you do find me seductive.”

“I do not.”

“You can’t hide the truth from me, Emma.” In a swift motion, he caught her wrists in one hand, pinned them above her head. He leaned in, heat sizzling in the sliver of air between them. “You melt for me every time we touch.”

“No, I don’t—”

In favor of expedience, he kissed her.

She struggled, and he gave her no quarter, holding her in place. He took her mouth, her flavor flooding his senses, his anger exploding into raw desire. Within seconds, she surrendered, yielding with a delicious sigh. Driving his tongue home, he pressed his hard, aroused body against her willing softness.

Restrained, her passion burned even more brightly. Her soft little body stretched tautly against his own hard edges, and he felt like he was on a rack of pleasure as she strained against him, her eyes glazed with desire, her stiff nipples teasing his chest through layers of fabric.

His mind warned him of the dangers; the door was open, anyone could see them.

That only heated his blood more.

He tossed up her skirts with his free hand, his lungs burning as he encountered the silken softness of her thighs. He covered her mouth with his own, drinking in her gasp, shuddering as his questing fingers found her damp curls and the slick petals within.

By God, she had the softest, wettest little cunny.

When he circled her pearl, she moaned.

“Be very quiet,” he whispered. “Unless you want to get caught.”

Understanding widened her eyes. At the same time, her hips lurched helplessly against his hand. She bit down on her bottom lip as he played with her love-knot, stroking it, titillating the bold nub as he held her against the wall. Her color rose, her bosom surging, and he knew she was close to her climax. Rolling her clit with his thumb, he slid his middle finger along her plump cleft.

He held her gaze as he pushed inside her virginal hole.

She was hot, wet, so tight. So bloody perfect.

“God, why can’t I get enough of you?” he rasped against her ear.

Her lips parted on a soundless cry.

He barely restrained his own groan as she came, the lush flutters making his erection jerk beneath his robe, a spurt of pre-spend scorching his belly. He gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to replace his finger with his cock, to take her here and now—

“Annabel, it’s been lovely chatting.” Marianne Kent’s overly loud voice drifted through the doorway. “I think it’s time we go check on Emma and His Grace.”

Panting, Emma stared at him in mute panic.

In the next instant, he shoved himself away from her. In the nick of time, he got back into bed and tossed the covers over himself. His heart hammered, his loins throbbed. Every cell of his body hummed with need.

“Emma, are you finished visiting?” Mrs. Kent entered with Annabel behind her. “I have other calls to make today.”

“Y-yes,” Emma stammered.

“We’ll take our leave then, Your Grace.” Mrs. Kent took her charge’s arm, turned to go.

He collected his wits. “Miss Kent?”

“Yes?” Emma faced him, her color heightening.

“I trust you will not forget our tête-à-tête today.” He gave her his most quelling, ducal stare. “There’s to be no more talk of you sleuthing about. We have an understanding, do we not?”

Annoyance flashed in her gaze. Her chin high, she said, “You have yours, and I have mine.” Even her curtsy was defiant. “Good day, Your Grace.”

Goddamnit. Frustration and desire roiled in him as she walked out with the other two.

Clearly, Emma meant to meddle further in his affairs. His title, his wealth and power—hell, his sexual dominance—none of it intimidated her one bit.

He wanted to bare his teeth.

He wanted to screw her senseless.

He shoved his hands through his hair. Even if he felt the tiniest tug of respect for her audacity, no way in hell was he going to let her run amok in his life. He’d have to keep her under watch. If—when—her behavior went out of bounds, he would intervene. Swiftly and decisively. He would show her once and for all who was in control.

Anticipation flared in him. The blood of his ancestors drummed in his veins.

That’s how you want to play it, lass? Then let the games begin.




***











CHAPTER FOURTEEN




The next day, Emma paid the hackney driver and descended onto Compton Street, a busy thoroughfare near Soho Square. Storefronts lined both sides of the street, and people and horses jostled along the cobblestone. Emma’s destination was Number Eight, a two-storey building sandwiched between a bakeshop and a pianoforte maker’s store. A small gold placard on the dark green door read simply, “Kent and Associates.”

Stepping inside, Emma paused on the threshold. The sun shone through the bow window at the front of the room, glinting off the reception desk and stairwell that led up to the partners’ new suites, which had been added in the reconstruction. A small waiting area boasted comfortable seating and newspapers to peruse. The scent of baking bread mixed with the occasional discordant chord of an instrument being tuned.

Something about the office had always reminded Emma of the cottage in Chudleigh Crest. Perhaps it was the coziness, the hodgepodge of sights, sounds, and smells, and the hum of activity. Coming here was like coming...home.

She couldn’t give up. She had to convince her brother to give her a chance.

I am capable of being an investigator, she thought fiercely. I’ll show everyone—especially Strathaven.

For a brief instant yesterday, it’d seemed as if she and the duke had reached an armistice. She’d discovered his approachable side, a hotchpotch-eating fellow with a heart-melting smile. Then he’d attacked her for no reason, disparaged her goals...and shown her hot, wicked pleasure, the likes of which she hadn’t known existed. Her toes curled in memory of that mind-obliterating bliss.

His carnal whisper shivered over her. God, why can’t I get enough of you?

As if he...needed her.

The notion thrilled, confused, and dismayed her. Why did they share this intense physical attraction when they were ill-suited in every other way? Strathaven was nothing like the sort of man she would envision for herself. He wasn’t principled or kindhearted; he wasn’t a man devoted to his family. He was complicated, moody—and a duke to top it off.

The only thing they had in common, it seemed, was stubbornness. He faced imminent peril and yet he still refused her help. How could he expect her to stand by and do nothing?

“Miss Kent, what a pleasant surprise!”

Mr. Hobson, the bespectacled clerk, came bounding down the hallway toward her with a tea tray in hand. Around her age, he had a puppyish quality owing to his downy golden-brown hair and cheerful disposition. His eagerness to please was matched only by his innate clumsiness—a fact that exasperated Ambrose and his partners to no end.

If Hobson hasn’t spilled or broken something, then the day’s not over, Mr. McLeod was wont to grumble.

What Hobson lacked in adroitness, however, he made up for in loyalty, optimism, and unquenchable enthusiasm. One couldn’t help but like him. Even if he constantly splattered ink over everything and smashed all the good tea cups.

From experience, Emma knew to keep her distance from the tray in his tenuous grasp.

“Hello, Mr. Hobson. Is my brother in?” she said.

“Indeed.” The clerk lowered his voice. “He’s with the Mr. Hilliards upstairs. They dropped by unannounced.”

“Ah,” Emma said.

The Hilliards were the father and son bankers who had provided the loan for the rebuilding of the office. Shrewd businessmen, they popped in now and again to ascertain the health of the business—and their investment.

“I was about to bring up tea. Got cakes from the bakery. Thought they might sweeten the two up a bit,” Hobson whispered.

Emma looked at the tray. Two of the cakes had fingerprints embedded on the glaze. The other two had clearly crumbled and been put back together...oddly. They now resembled haphazard little haystacks.

“I had some trouble getting them out of the box.” Hobson’s brow pleated. “Do you think anyone will notice?”

She was saved from the need to reply by voices and footsteps coming down the stairs. Ambrose appeared with the Hilliards in tow.

“Emma,” he said in surprise. “I wasn’t expecting you. You remember the Hilliards?”

She curtsied politely. “Good day, sirs.”

“And to you, Miss Kent.” Mr. Hilliard Junior bent over her hand. Dressed in somber black relieved only by the white of his shirt, he reminded her a bit of a penguin. He was short and rotund, a younger replica of his father. “Father and I are most impressed with the progress that’s been made here, and Mr. Kent tells us you played a hand in things.”

“I’m always happy to assist where I can,” Emma said.

“A young lady who isn’t afraid to roll her sleeves up, eh?” Mr. Hilliard Senior winked broadly at his son. “Don’t find many of those around these days.”

His son’s ears turned red.

“I’ll see you out, sirs,” Ambrose said abruptly. “Emma, wait for me upstairs?”

As the men went outside, Emma headed up to the new floor, which was bisected by a main hallway with offices on either side. Ambrose’s suite was at the end of the corridor, a comfortable space paneled in oak. Leather seats were clustered by the stone fireplace, and a shelf of books took up one wall. The desk sat by the front window.

She went to look out the curtains and saw Ambrose talking with the Hilliards by their carriage. Idly, her gaze went to his desk...and landed on his appointment book. Before she could question her actions, she was flipping through the pages.

Her brother had been busy in the last week, making many enquiries on Strathaven’s behalf. Leafing through, she found the record of the visit to the duke’s cottage and memorized the address in St. John’s Wood. Hearing footsteps, she quickly closed the book and dashed to the other side of the desk, plopping herself into a chair. Her pulse thudded guiltily.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Em,” her brother said as he entered.

“Is everything all right?” she said. “With the Hilliards, I mean?”

Ambrose sat across the desk from her, his expression rueful. “As long as we make our monthly payments, they’ve no basis for complaint.”

Emma’s guilt doubled as she saw the strain on her brother’s face. He was a man who disliked debts; such a large one must sit uneasily on his broad shoulders. She felt an acute yearning for the old days, when he’d shared his burdens with her. When they’d been a team.

“Please let me help,” she blurted.

“Don’t worry your head over it, Em,” he said. “The agency is doing fine. Our clientele is expanding—we’ll keep the Hilliards happy.”

“But you could use an extra pair of hands. I know Strathaven’s case has taken up much of your time. I’ve been thinking,” she plunged on, “about ways I could contribute. For instance, if you’d give me a chance to interview his staff—”

“We’ve been through this. I don’t want you involved.” Though quiet, Ambrose’s tone possessed an edge of steely finality. “Especially with the Duke of Strathaven.”

“I—I’m not involved with him.” Her cheeks heated.

“I see the way he looks at you,” her brother said flatly. “He’s a rake, Emma, an unsavory sort. You’re too innocent to understand, but I assure you his intentions are not honorable.”

A foreign and mutinous urge crept over her to tell her brother that she not only knew what Strathaven’s intentions entailed, she’d already experienced them. Twice.

Instead, she bit her tongue and said, “I owe him, Ambrose. After how I misjudged him—”

“I’ll take care of it.”

Frustrated, she stared at her brother. “You used to trust me.”

Surprise flickered in his amber eyes. “I do trust you. But this is men’s business, rife with danger. I won’t allow you to get hurt.”

“There’s nothing I can say to convince you to let me help?”

Why are you treating me like I’m useless?

“None at all, though I appreciate the offer.” He came over and patted her on the shoulder. “Run along, Em. I’m sure you can find something to do at home.”




*




Emma had never willfully disobeyed her brother before, and her heart and head were in turmoil as the hackney entered St. John’s Wood. She felt guilty over defying Ambrose, yet her sense of resolution was stronger. She knew that both he and Strathaven needed her help, and she couldn’t stand by wringing her hands. She was a Kent, after all.

In this case, she would have to act first, apologize later.

Follow the wisdom of your heart.

That advice brought her to Alaric’s “cottage,” a luxurious Italianate villa nestled within a bucolic setting of woods and flowering plants which seemed a world away from the city. As the hackney rolled up the long drive, she observed the privacy afforded by the towering trees and hedges.

When she rang the bell, a woman in her middling years answered. Her black taffeta dress and firmly secured knot of grey hair announced her as the housekeeper.

“How may I help you, miss?” she said.

“I am Emma Kent.” Squelching her guilt, Emma handed over the business card she’d filched from Mr. Hobson’s desk on her way out from the office. “Kent and Associates was hired by His Grace to investigate the matter of Lady Osgood.”

Frowning, the good lady looked at the card, then at her.

Emma assumed her most professional expression.

“Those gentlemen from your firm were here earlier this week,” the housekeeper said.

“I’m following up,” Emma improvised. “I have a few more questions.”

The woman scrutinized her for a few more moments before standing aside. “I am Mrs. Millbury, the housekeeper, and I’ve already told the gentlemen what I know about Lily Hutchins, which is very little. If you must, however, you may speak to the maids again.”

Emma could barely contain her excitement. “Thank you, Mrs. Millbury.”

She was brought to wait in a salon, which had been decorated with an exotic flair. Bronze bamboo-patterned silk covered the walls, and the furnishings were upholstered in a rich shade of Oriental blue. The overall feeling was one of decadence. Thinking of the guests Alaric must entertain here, Emma felt her chest tighten with a foreign feeling...jealousy?

Surely not. She had no attachment to him, no claim.

You’re here to find a murderer. So focus.

Two maids entered, a plump brunette and a ginger-haired girl. Both bent their knees.

“Good mornin’, Miss Kent.” The brunette was bran-faced, with dimpled cheeks that hinted at a jolly disposition. “Mrs. Millbury said you wanted to speak wif us?”

“Yes, Miss…?”

“I’m Jenny.” Clearly the leader, the brunette jerked her chin at her companion. “And this ’ere is Gretchen.”

Gretchen ducked her chin shyly.

“Won’t you both sit down?” Emma said.

“Don’t mind if I do.” Jenny plopped herself on the divan while Gretchen perched on its edge.

Taking the adjacent wingchair, Emma pulled out a pencil and notebook from her reticule. “I understand that both of you knew Lily Hutchins. Would you describe her to me?”

“Ash-blond ’air, ’azel eyes, the kind o’ female gents take notice o’, if you catch my meaning.” Jenny snorted. “Lily started work ’ere about a month ago, but as I told the other investigators, she was too hoity-toity to rub shoulders with the likes o’ me and Gretchen. Myself, I wouldn’t be surprised if she were the one that done the poisoning.”

“Why do you say that?” Emma said swiftly.

Jenny tapped her temple. “I know people, miss. Worked in more than a few ’ouseholds in my time, and there was somefin’ not right ’bout Lily.”

“What wasn’t right about her?”

“She didn’t know things, for starters. Once, I caught ’er using silver polish on a copper pot.”

“When a dash of salt and lemon juice would have sufficed,” Emma said, her brow scrunching. Any housemaid ought to know that.

Jenny gave her a woman-to-woman look. “’Xactly. Lily made plenty o’ other mistakes, too, but got away wif it on account o’ ’er charms. ’Ad Billy—’e’s the second footman—running in circles doing ’er chores.”

“Do you think Billy might know her whereabouts?”

“Nah.” Jenny rolled her eyes. “’E was just a pigeon and didn’t know ’e were getting plucked. Cried like a babe, ’e did, when Lily up and left.”

“Did she mention any places she frequented, anywhere she might have gone?”

Jenny shook her head. “Quiet as a clam, that one. Lily ne’er breathed word ’bout ’erself.”

“Actually…she did mention something once,” a timid voice said.

Emma’s gaze shot to the other maid, whose cheeks now matched the color of her hair.

“Why didn’t you mention it before?” Jenny demanded. “To the master or the investigators?”

“I couldn’t say it in front o’ gentlemen. It’s embarrassing,” Gretchen mumbled. “Besides, I’m certain it isn’t important.”

“Anything you remember could be helpful, Gretchen.” Emma gave her a reassuring smile. “Please, I’d like to hear it.”

Fingers twisting her skirts, Gretchen said haltingly, “Me and Lily, we were cleaning up ’Is Grace’s bedchamber this one time. Suddenly, she curses—on account o’ snagging ’er stocking, you see. Since it was just us two, she pulled up ’er skirts to take a closer look, and bless me, if my jaw didn’t drop at what I saw.”

Emma’s spine tingled. “What did you see?”

“’Er stockings, miss. Made o’ the finest silk they were, with clocking that stretched from calf to knee.” The girl’s eyes were as big as dinner plates. “She must have seen me staring, for a strange smile came over her face, and she said, I’ll bet a little maid like you hasn’t ever seen something so pretty in all your life, have you? I told ’er, No, Lily, I ’aven’t. And then she…she showed me something else.”

“Yes, Gretchen?” Emma leaned forward.

The maid bit her lip. “She made me promise to keep it a secret.”

“If she’s a murderer, you best not be keeping ’er secrets,” Jenny said in stern tones.

In a small voice, Gretchen said, “She let me see…’er petticoat. Lord, it was beautiful.” Her voice hushed with wonder. “Embroidered with bumblebees and vines and all sorts o’ fancy flowers.” 

Emma’s pulse sped up. What was a maid doing with such expensive undergarments?

“Do you know where Lily got the petticoat and stockings?” Emma said.

“Come to think o’ it, she did mention a name.” Concentration lined Gretchen’s forehead. “When I said ’er petticoat looked fit for a queen, Lily laughed and said, ’Tis a king’s ransom Madame Marieur charges, but for me, she offers a special discount.”

Madame Marieur. A lead.

With thrumming excitement, Emma said, “Can you recall anything else, Gretchen?”

“That’s it, I swear. I—I didn’t think talk o’ undergarments was important.” The maid’s bottom lip trembled. “Am I in trouble, miss?”

“On the contrary, you have been extraordinarily helpful,” Emma said. “My thanks to both of you, and now I must take my leave.”

Because she had a suspect to find—and a trail to follow.




***











CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Alaric stood before the cheval looking glass in his dressing room. While his valet fussed with the folds of his cravat, Alaric’s thoughts returned to the letter he’d received from the dowager duchess. Lady Patrice’s spidery cursive had spilled over several pages, with words like “Catastrophe,” “Doom,” and “Rescue” written in underlined capitals.

His aunt had always had a flair for the dramatic.

The idea of her coming here, filling his house with her nervous, overabundant concern, made him cringe. He’d sent off a reply assuring her that he was fine and telling her to stay put in Lanarkshire. Although he was indebted to Lady Patrice—she’d done her best by him, after all—her constant worries about his health and happiness were draining to say the least.

His plan to find himself a new duchess was, in part, a means to ward her off. Since Laura’s death, the dowager had offered tireless support, once again taking over the mistress’ duties at Strathmore Castle. Having run the household during her husband’s reign, she’d declared it was no trouble at all. Alaric’s gratitude had quickly transformed into an intense desire for escape.

Hence, he’d arrived at the solution: find himself a new wife and retire his aunt to the dowager house for good.

Of course, finding a lady who could rub along with his aunt wouldn’t be easy. Laura and Patrice had fought like two well-bred cats, polite in public, hissing and clawing in private. An idea had germinated over the last few days, and for an instant, he allowed himself to consider it: how would Emma and Lady Patrice get along?

His ethereal, nervy aunt would likely expire from the shock of Emma’s arrow-straight directness.

Yet as mad as the notion was, the idea of making Emma his duchess held a certain...appeal. Once the possibility had nudged itself into his head, he couldn’t help but ponder it. Thanks to her meddling, his search for a wife had been thwarted. Her testimony against him had tainted his reputation, and, even with its retraction, the scandal would take time to fade. He didn’t want to waste another Season looking for a wife.

Not when he had a perfectly good candidate staring him in the face.

“The jade or gold cufflinks, Your Grace?”

“Jade,” he murmured.

Hell, Emma had made a hash of his marriage plans; she owed him a duchess. And marriage would actually give him control over her. She would carry his name. Eventually his child.

His loins stirred at the thought.

Aye, that was the most compelling reason of all: he would no longer have to deny his sexual attraction to her. He could bed her as often, as thoroughly as he wished. Night after night, he could bring about her passionate surrender.

As his valet helped him into his jacket, Alaric told himself not to rush things. Because there would be clear drawbacks to marrying Emma as well—the main one being that he’d never have a moment’s peace again. She was the most headstrong, tenacious woman he’d ever met...yet he had to admit that she was generally not underhanded about it. When Emma defied him, she did so to his face.

In retrospect, he knew it had been unfair to call her manipulative, his reaction triggered by his experiences with Laura. By his dead wife’s deviousness, her ability to slyly twist him into knots of guilt and anger.

Despite the dark memory, his mouth suddenly quirked.

One could accuse Emma Kent of being many things but subtle? Not so much.

The valet stepped back. “Your Grace?”

Pushing aside his musings, Alaric flicked a look at his reflection. His arm had healed nicely, the bandage barely visible beneath the sleeve of the cutaway. He looked and felt almost as good as new.

“That’ll do, Johnston,” he said.

The valet bowed, departing as Jarvis shuffled in.

The butler held out a note. “A message arrived, Your Grace. From Mr. Cooper.”

Alaric’s senses prickled. Richard Cooper was one of the guards he’d hired at his brother’s recommendation. Like Will, Cooper had been a scout for the 95th Rifles, and recognizing the stoic ex-soldier’s skill immediately, Alaric had assigned him to a special purpose.

Alaric scanned the brief message. The hairs shot up on his nape.

Christ’s blood, I’m going to wallop her until she can’t sit for a week.

With mingled fury and fear, he pushed by the startled butler, shouting for his carriage.




*




“How may I assist you...Mademoiselle Kendall, was it?” The buxom, black-haired proprietress arched a thin eyebrow.

“Um, yes. Eloise Kendall. That’s me,” Emma said.

Inwardly, she cringed. She hated lying, was terrible at it. Yet as she’d entered the shop located on a hidden lane in Covent Garden, her instincts warned her to keep her true identity and purpose concealed. Something about the place didn’t seem quite...right.

She couldn’t put a finger on the reason, however. The boutique was sumptuously decorated in tones of cream and pale bronze. Its wares—ladies’ unmentionables that looked as expensive as those Lily had been described as wearing—were artfully displayed.

From all appearances, Madame Marieur ran a successful establishment.

Emma’s ears picked up a noise, and her gaze shot to the red curtain at the back of the shop. “What was that sound?”

“Just my girls hard at work. A shop doesn’t run itself, you know,” Madame Marieur said breezily. “Now how may I help you, chérie?”

The dressmaker’s polite manner didn’t mask the hard impatience in her onyx eyes.

Emma thought quickly. “I’m, um, in need of some undergarments.”

“I’m afraid we take clients by appointment only. We are very busy, you understand. Perhaps you will try the modiste on the next block...” Madame Marieur pushed her toward the door.

Emma dug in her heels. “But...but Lily said you would help me.”

The dressmaker halted, her eyes narrowing. “Lily White sent you? To me?”

Lily White? Was that the maid’s real name? “Er, yes.” Gretchen’s words flashed through Emma’s brain. “She said you would offer me the, um, special discount?”

 “I see.” Her ploy must have worked because the impatient gleam left Madame’s eyes, replaced by one of...interest? “I would not have guessed, petite, that you are a friend of Lily’s.”

“We met at a mutual place of employ,” Emma extemporized.

“You are an actress at The Cytherea?”

Lily was an actress? Had she been hired because of her profession to play the part of a maid in Strathaven’s household? Emma’s mind spun with new possibilities.

“I met Lily, er...at a production,” she said with thumping excitement. “But I haven’t seen her of late. Have you?”

“That one comes and goes, non?” Madame shrugged. “I haven’t seen her in over a fortnight.”

Not since Strathaven had been poisoned. Coincidence? Surely not.

“Do you know where she might have gone?” Emma said.

“You ask many questions.” Madame Marieur’s eyes narrowed. “You will learn, chérie, that discretion is the best policy for women of the world. And you are a woman of the world, n’est-ce pas?”

“Of course,” Emma said hastily.

“Bien.” The dressmaker’s black skirts swished as she went to the counter, crooking a finger for Emma to follow. She opened a ledger with an embossed leather cover and dipped her pen in ink. “Now what will your pleasure be today?”

“I—I’d like a corset and petticoats. And stockings, too. Like Lily’s.” The more elaborate the ensemble, the more time she’d have to try to finagle information out of Madame Marieur.

“An ambitious little bird, aren’t you? You demand the very best my establishment has to offer. As luck would have it,”—a calculating gleam entered the other’s eyes—“I happen to have exactly what you seek today.”

The dressmaker jotted something down on the page...what appeared to be a figure—Good Lord, five hundred pounds? For unmentionables?

For an instant, Emma was sorely tempted to negotiate the astronomical figure. But Madame snapped the book shut and headed toward the curtain at the back of the shop.

“Come, petite.” She beckoned with an impatient hand. “If you wish to complete this transaction, we haven’t time to spare.”

Emma took a breath. Strathaven had said that he would pay for all expenses incurred during the course of the investigation—surely his offer would apply in this situation. At the thought of how he might react to learning of the current intrigue, however, her insides quivered.

She stiffened her backbone and her resolve. You must act as you know best. You’re doing this for Strathaven’s own good. Look what you’ve discovered already.

Decision made, she went over to Madame, who parted the velvet and opened the heavy door behind it, waving Emma forward into a narrow corridor. The door closed behind them, deepening the shadows. The dancing light of the occasional taper and the deep, musky scent of roses disoriented Emma’s senses.

Madame set forth at a brisk pace, Emma stumbling to keep up.

The dressmaker said, “Le Boudoir Rouge should do nicely.”

Hinges squealed softly, and a door opened, a shaft of light widening into the darkness. With cautious footsteps, Emma followed the other inside. She blinked—for a changing room, this place was opulent, to say the least.

Red beeswax candles diffused a hazy glow throughout the chamber. Their flames swayed in the mirrors that adorned all four walls. Reflections magnified the decadence of the scarlet interior, the walls, divan, and carpeting blending into one lushly wicked hue.

Next to the divan was a dressmaker’s raised platform. Plush red carpeting covered the dais and the three steps leading up to it. The customary looking glass was absent; Emma supposed there was no need for it given the field of surrounding mirrors.

“Up you go, chérie,” Madame Marieur said.

Hesitantly, Emma took the steps up to the dais. As she stood there, images of herself flashed around the chamber, and her breath grew choppy with self-consciousness. The dressmaker rummaged in a cupboard before joining Emma on the stage.

“I have just your size. Eh bien, turn around, and we’ll get you undressed.”

Emma’s cheeks burned as the dressmaker proceeded to strip her with the efficiency of a hunter skinning game. Soon her gown, petticoat, and stays lay in a discarded pile. Left only in her chemise and stockings, Emma shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.

“The chemise comes off too,” Madame said.

“Surely that’s not necessary—”

“Oui. Only the closest fit will do.”

With no choice, Emma let her arms fall to the sides as her last layer of protection was removed. Lungs pulling for air, she tried not to look at her naked reflection dancing over the walls. Relief came when Madame fitted a corset over her torso.

“Take a deep breath. Un, deux, trois...”

Emma’s breath whooshed out as the dressmaker yanked the strings. Her eyes bulged, not from the lack of air but at the sight of herself in the most wicked garment she’d ever beheld. Constructed of fuchsia satin, the corset was trimmed with a column of little black bows down the front and black lace along the edges. It molded her figure into a sensuous shape, cinching her waist and pushing her breasts up so that they nearly spilled from the pleated cups.

“Fits like a second skin,” Madame said with satisfaction. “Now for the stockings.”

As the Frenchwoman held up the sinful black scraps, Emma focused on breathing in and out.

Do not lose your nerve now. Remain steadfast in your purpose.

She tried to think. “Madame, did anyone accompany Lily here on her visits?”

Marieur tied on one frilled garter—fuchsia to match the corset. “Of course not. That would defeat the purpose of the visit, non?”

“Defeat? In what way?”

The other’s eyes formed obsidian slits. “You are certain Lily sent you to me?”

Dash it. “Yes, of course. She spoke highly of your services,” Emma said quickly. “Said you had exactly what I’m looking for.”

Seeming mollified, Marieur finished with the other garter and rose. “Success takes the both of us. You, Miss Kendall, must put in the effort as well. Today is a test: I work only with those worth my time, comprehendez-vous?”

Beneath the pleasant tone was a distinct warning. What does Madame Marieur mean by test? Emma had the intuition that she was on the cusp of an important discovery. At the same time, goose pimples spread over her bared skin.

Warily, she said, “Yes, I understand.”

The other pushed the remaining hosiery into her hands. “Finish with these. I’ll return shortly.” In a swish of black skirts, she disappeared from the room.

Alone, Emma sat on the edge of the dais. She slipped on the black silk stockings, securing them to the garters. As she sat, her naked bottom against the plush carpeted platform, outfitted in the most debauched ensemble she could possibly imagine, trepidation rolled in with the swiftness of fog from the Thames.

What am I doing? I ought to have gone to Ambrose or Alaric instead of coming here alone...

She’d gotten carried away by the excitement of possible success, of her impending discoveries. Her gaze swung to the heap of her clothing. There was still time to throw her gown back on. Make a quick escape before the dressmaker returned.

Voices came from outside the chamber. Madame Marieur...but she wasn’t alone. A wave of panic washed over Emma as she heard low, deep tones that were unmistakably masculine—and they were growing louder, headed toward her room.

Dear God. Have to run, hide. But where?

The door was opening. With a squeak, Emma crossed her legs, slapping her hands over her exposed womanhood. A man strode in. Wintry green eyes bored into her, and relief welled...followed swiftly by alarm.

“Strathaven,” she whispered.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Alaric stood transfixed, his cold rage swirling into a blazing wall of lust. His hands fisted at his sides. His loins flooded with heat.

“I see you two are acquainted,” Marieur said with a smirk.

“Get out,” he said.

“Oui, Your Grace, but as you have intervened in my, ahem, wardrobe selection for Miss Kendall—”

“I’ll take an entire wardrobe for Miss Kendall here.” Alaric saw Emma wince at his use of her assumed name, and his anger flared white-hot. How dare she put herself in such a dangerous position? “See that we’re not disturbed.”

“Excellent, Your Grace.” The bawd scraped and bowed her way out.

The door closed with a click. The tension in the room climbed.

Perched on the edge of the dais, Emma had her hands clamped over her sex. His blood pumped with outrage and hunger. Devil take it, her getup might have been summoned from his darkest fantasies. A naughty red corset held her breasts up like an offering to the Gods, her dusky nipples playing peek-a-boo behind black lace. Displayed in black silk, her shapely, slim legs beckoned with outrageous eroticism.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” she said.

“No?” Jaw clenched, he strode to her. Stopped an inch from her knees. “Then perhaps you would be so kind as to explain what you are doing dressed like a bluidy harlot in a bawdy house!”

He caught his slipping accent. Never a good sign. With monumental effort, he held onto his temper. Emma turned even rosier—by God, she blushed in the most interesting of places...

“I didn’t know this was a place of ill repute. I was following a clue, you see, and—”

“Clue? Explain,” he said through his teeth.

She fidgeted, and the corset shifted. His breath rammed in his throat. Christ’s blood, he had a prime view of her nipples from this angle, and the taut little berries were full, maddeningly ripe. They would taste so sweet on his tongue...

“I, um, interviewed your staff. Before you get all hot under the collar about it,”—she raised her chin, and his temperature did rise, though lower than where she suggested—“I discovered something extremely useful. Your missing maid was an actress at a theatre called The Cytherea; her real name is Lily White. She was a regular visitor to Madame Marieur’s.” A furrow appeared between her brows. “Apparently not for the purpose I initially believed, however.”

He stared at her. He didn’t know what dumbfounded him more: her ingenuity or her recklessness. “You interviewed my maids—and then you came here on your own?”

“There’s no need to shout. How was I to know that this was a den of iniquity? The sign outside clearly stated that this was a shop for ladies’ apparel—false advertising, if you ask me.” She had the gall to sound disgruntled. “And Madame seemed quite convincing as a dressmaker.”

“Your dressmaker is one of the most notorious bawds in London,” he clipped out. “Her matchmaking skills are sought by every light-skirt and courtesan in Town. Just now, she was about to enter the gentlemen’s bidding chamber to auction off your favors.”

Emma’s lashes swept up. “Bidding chamber? Auction?”

“Your favors were about to be sold at the starting price of five hundred pounds.”

Her pupils dilated. She bit her lip and looked worried. Finally.

His hands fisted on his hips, he leaned over her. “If I hadn’t arrived when I did, it could have been any man who walked into the room just now. What do you think would have happened then?”

The notion of another man seeing her thus, lusting over her, touching her—

No one lays a hand on what is mine.

As his fury boiled over, he was simultaneously struck by scorching clarity. Like it or not, he wanted Emma Kent. Fighting that fact was a damned waste of time. He’d given her plenty of warnings; she’d ignored them all.

Now it was time for both of them to face the consequences.

“I’m sure I would have thought of something. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” She peered up at him with feminine awareness in her wide eyes, a new breathy edge to her voice. “If you would just, um, hand me my clothes...”

He took a step forward, his knees parting hers in a forceful movement. She gasped as he insinuated himself between her spread thighs. Her hands sprung upward in an instinctive attempt to ward him off and, in the process, she exposed her womanhood.

Ach, she looked as pretty and soft as she’d felt.

His nostrils flared, and she gasped again, her hands flying back to shield her little cunny.

“No more hiding,” he rasped. “All my warnings have fallen on deaf ears. You’ve pushed your luck one too many times, Emma.”

Her cheeks turned pink. “Stop acting like a heathen. Let me go at once—”

His response was to tumble her back onto the carpeted dais. He kept his weight on his elbows so as not to crush her, yet his aroused body pressed against her every curve. Her softness molded instantly to his rigid form and the result was…sublime.

A bluidy perfect fit.

“Tell me, pet,” he said silkily, “why have you disobeyed me at every turn?”

“I’ve used my best judgment. You have no right to tell me what to do...”

She broke off with a whimper when he ground his hips, circling them deliberately against her bared sex. Molten lust poured through him as her dew soaked through the barrier of his trousers. His burgeoned cockhead butted against the confining fabric, straining for home.

“I think you want to be told what to do,” he said.

The hitched cadence of her breath told him that, whether or not she realized it, he’d hit the nail straight on the head. Anticipation bloomed in his gut. By God, she was the perfect mate to his desires.

“That’s ridiculous. I’m not some weak-minded miss,” she whispered.

“You, Emma, are the most stubborn female I’ve ever met.” He rolled his hips again, and her gaze grew unfocused, heavy-lidded. “It takes strength to choose surrender. You’ve tested me time and again because you know I’m the man who can give you what you need. Because you want me,” he said, “as much as I want you.”

By all rights, he couldn’t expect a virgin to understand the intricacies of power and sex. Or to admit her own carnal impulses. But he would begin as he meant to go on: he would never allow her to hide her passion—hide anything—from him.

She was his. The question was whether or not she was ready to admit it.

A myriad of emotions flitted through Emma’s wide, clear eyes.

In a muffled voice, she said, “But I shouldn’t want you. We’re wrong for each other.”

Triumph surged through him.

“Nay, lass,” he said huskily, “let me show you how right we are...”

He took her mouth, and she gave it to him with an eagerness that underscored his claim. Cupping her jaw, he drank of her sweetness, headier than the finest spirits. He licked into her mouth, leaving nothing unexplored. When she sucked shyly at his tongue, he knew he’d lit the tinder, her inhibitions going up in flame.

Even as he burned for her, he knew that he had to remain in control. He wouldn’t take her maidenhead in a rush of unthinking lust the way he had with Laura. At her engagement party to his brother, Laura had seduced him, used his desire against him, and he’d fallen into her trap, betraying Will in the process. He’d not make the same mistake twice.

Then and there, he made up his mind: he wouldn’t bed Emma until they were wed. In this relationship, he would be in charge. He would gain her submission, make her come again and again until she begged to be his duchess...

He pressed open-mouthed kisses down her neck and shoulders, reveling in the downiness of her skin. Her fingers slid against his scalp, urging him closer. His nostrils flared at the sight of her breasts, the cherry peaks peeping above the line of black lace. He drew his thumb across a stiff bud, and she moaned.

“Like that, Emma? Do you want me to do it again?” he inquired.

“Mmm,” she sighed.

“Answer me properly, pet.” He gave her nipple a light tweak.

Her breath caught in surprise, yet her eyes melted like chocolate. “Yes...please?”

“Aye, my good lass.” He rolled the plump bud between his thumb and forefinger, and she gave the sweetest moan. Damnation, he should have taken this approach with her from the outset and spared them both the trouble. “What pretty breasts you have. I can’t wait to taste them.”

“T-taste?” Her voice quavered.

Loosening the corset, he yanked it down to free her firm, rounded tits and bent his head. Her startled cry sent satisfaction humming through his veins. Emma was so responsive—she could never hide her response from him, lie to him. She clutched his shoulders, her breaths coming in rapid pants as he tongued her ripe berries. He adored how proudly they stood, how sensitive they were. When he suckled one deep into his mouth, her back bowed off the dais.

He ran his palm possessively up one silken thigh and cupped her cunny. His cock pulsed to find her soaking for him. With reverence, he delved into her little nest, petting her slick folds. She moaned low in her throat when he circled her pearl. He played with her, his touch light, dancing over her delicate flesh, teasing her toward orgasm and retreating when it loomed too close.

In this way, he kept her on desire’s edge.

Her head tossed frantically. “Alaric, what are you doing? Please...”

“This is mine,” he said as he stroked her nub. “Your pearl belongs to me. Say it.”

She bit her lip.

He stopped.

“My pearl…it’s yours,” she whispered.

He cupped her entire mound, massaging her peak with the heel of his palm. “Your sweet cunny is mine.”

She moaned, her hips arching in entreaty. “Yes, yes.”

He stilled his hand. “The words, pet.”

“My … cunny is yours,” she said bashfully.

He plunged a finger inside her, his bollocks drawing tight as her passage squeezed him like a vise. Christ, this was only one finger. What would it feel like to have his cock buried inside her snug little sheath?

You’ll find out after she’s your wife.

Grinding his teeth, he worked her clit, taking her to the precipice. “Then come for me, sweeting.”

Her pants and gasps were a symphony of feminine surrender, the most sensual music he’d ever heard. As tremors shook her limbs, he went to his knees. Spreading her thighs, he leaned in and gave her the kiss that burned in his dreams.
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Emma’s shocked cry was swept into the wildfire ignited by Alaric’s kiss. His hands kept her thighs splayed, pinned to the dais as he put his mouth on the most intimate place on her body. Of their own volition, her hips bucked against his mouth, his searing lips melting away her protests, leaving nothing but a strange, blazing truth.

Who knew that capitulation could be so blissful?

Then her thoughts burned to ashes, and there was only the moment, the sensations, the bone-melting swirl of his tongue.

“Your pussy is like honey.” His guttural lilt thrilled her. “I could feast on you all day.”

She would never survive it. Her nerves were taut from her last climax, stretched on a rack of delight. Yet the pressure at her center was already building again.

“Do you like my mouth on you, pet? Do you like me licking you, eating your cunny?”

She couldn’t answer that. She couldn’t.

“Emma.” He lifted his head, and the authority in his glittering pale gaze was oddly...soothing. Calming. As if she didn’t have to fight for pleasure the way she had for so many things in life—she had only to ask for it.

“Yes, I like it,” she whispered.

“There’s a good lass,” he said with husky approval.

Her head flung back as his tongue flicked her sensitive bud while his touch delved inside her. Stretching, opening her to more rippling sensation. The pressure in her belly shot up another notch, and she was so close...

“You’re so fucking tight, squeezing my finger,” he grated. “Take another and take it deep...”

He drove into the core of her, and she exploded once more. Heavenly warmth spilled over her insides. She was floating, steeped in relaxation when his deep command reached her.

“Again, Emma.”

Is that possible?

His face was above hers, stark with arousal and determination. He continued to work his fingers inside her, her own slickness easing the way. He thrust deeply with sudden force, and the sharp slap of his palm against her mound reawakened her satiated nerves. He did it over and again until she was rocking her hips to meet his touch, panting his name.

Ecstasy rolled over her once more, deeper this third time, an endless, languorous wave.

“Christ, you’re bonny.” His voice was deep.

Through her euphoric haze, she noticed the sheen on his forehead, the tight lock of his jaw. Once she’d interpreted his control as a sign of a cold, unfeeling nature; now she wondered why such a hot-blooded man would so tightly leash his passions. Whatever the reason, she had a flash of insight into what his willpower cost him—and she wouldn’t stand for it.

He grew still when she reached up, brushing away a dark, tousled lock.

“What about you?” she said.

His eyes glittered. “What about me?”

“Don’t you want to...?” Blushing, she couldn’t force out the word.

“Do you want me to come, sweet?”

She gave a shy nod.

His nostrils flared. He shifted onto his knees next to her, his hands going to the waistband of his trousers. His eyes never left hers as he lowered the flap. Her eyes widened as she took in his rampant manhood. His big, thick pole stood boldly erect, the engorged purple crown reaching several buttons up on his waistcoat. Her intimate muscles clenched as he slowly ran a fist from root to tip. As he stroked himself, the turgid shaft jerked with a life of its own, the veins pulsing along its length. At the base, his sac hung like a ripe, heavy plum.

“Have I shocked you, pet?” he said silkily.

Was she shocked? Yes. But even more so, she was curious.

Feeling very bold, she said, “May I...touch it?”

His smile was slow, brimming with sensual promise. “No, this time you watch.”

She leveraged herself up on her elbows to get a better view. He handled himself firmly, the motion swift and strong, his bicep bulging beneath his jacket. Arousal sharpened his features, and within his grip, the rosy brown skin of his cock rippled over its rigid core. He was a study of control, of primal male power contained by equally potent self-discipline.

Watching him pleasure himself had a profound effect on her. Her nipples stiffened, her mouth watering at his magnificence. She wet her lips, and his gaze hungrily followed the path of her tongue. When he drew the skin back on his shaft, she watched, transfixed, as dew seeped from the slit in the exposed head. The fluid was swept up by his palm, and more leaked out, quickening his strokes. She could tell he liked the sensation from the way his jaw clenched, as if he were biting back a shout of pleasure.

He looked so powerful—and alone. A solitary, savage god. His loneliness, even in this, pulled at her heart.

“Come for me, Alaric,” she whispered. “Please.”

He jerked, his eyes blazing with pagan fire. “Feel me then. Feel my seed.”

An instant later, he exploded, his teeth gnashing. Her breath stuttered as droplets pelted her breasts, marking her with his heat, his scent so masculine and arousing. One pearly bead landed on her nipple and clung to the hardened tip, before sliding leisurely down the curve.

Heart pounding, she saw his gaze following that languorous trail.

“My God, Emma,” he said hoarsely.

Yanking her to him, he claimed her mouth with fierce possession.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Despite the fact that the velvet curtains had been drawn for privacy, Emma was cognizant of the four burly guards posted atop and at the rear perch of the moving conveyance. It felt surreal to be cocooned in the luxurious carriage with Alaric while the world and its dangers slipped by outside. He sat on the opposite bench, his long legs stretched in front of him, one broad shoulder propped against the wall. His pose was casual, yet the possessive heat in his gaze filled her with a strange, dozy warmth.

Her thoughts were utterly scrambled. She felt disoriented, confused...and, most perplexing of all, too relaxed to care. For the first time in her adult life, all she wanted to do was take a nap.

“We have matters to settle, Emma,” he said.

At the glittering resolve in his eyes, some of her languidness faded.

“You gave yourself to me,” he said tonelessly, “and now we must discuss the consequences.”

Panic dispelled the rest of her torpor. He made it sound as if she’d ceded more than she had.

She sat up. “It was the heat of the moment, and I didn’t give...that is, we didn’t do anything irrevocable—”

“It’s just a matter of time. You can’t deny what’s between us.” His gaze warned her not to. “I’m not going to spend my energy fighting my attraction to you.”

He had to fight his desire for her? Her chest went as soft as a gently boiled egg.

“With time and proper guidance,” he went on, “I’m certain you’ll do.”

She blinked. “I’ll do...what?”

His eyebrow cocked. “You’ll do as a duchess, of course.”

It took a second for his arrogant assumption to sink in. Her jaw slackened; her traitorous heart gave a leap. “Is that supposed to be a marriage proposal?”

“Pet, the time for proposals is over. You’ve made your choice. You’re mine.”

His conceit raised her hackles. “I am not yours. One reckless...interlude doesn’t constitute ownership.”

“Andromeda’s and my bedchamber make three interludes,” he said smugly, “and the only reason you’re still a virgin is because I wish to respect our wedding night.”

Pressure built in her head like water heating in a covered pot. “I never said I’m going to marry you! And Lord knows why you want to marry me. We fight like cats and dogs. We have nothing in common. You’re a duke, and I’m a country miss—”

“As I said, you’ll learn.”

“I have no interest in giving up who I am to be your wedded slave. I have dreams of my own, a purpose to fulfill—”

“The managing of my household and producing of my heirs should give you plenty to do.”

Was he serious? Did he truly think he could dictate her future?

“I am going to be an investigator.” She repeated this slowly, as if to a daft person. After all, if the Hessian fit...

The indulgent light vanished from his eyes. “I’m offering you one of the most coveted positions in Society. Do you know how many ladies would give their eyeteeth to be the next Duchess of Strathaven?”

“Then marry one of them.”

“I don’t want any of them. I want you.”

Why, oh why, did the authority in his voice make her thrum with yearning? She told herself she disdained his arrogance. Yet her belly fluttered, some feminine part of her helplessly captivated by the fact that such a beautiful, sensual man would look at her with burning possession in his eyes.

Swallowing, she said, “Why do you want to marry me? You...you don’t love me.”

“No, I don’t,” he said dispassionately. “Love is a complication I neither need nor want in my life. What I’m proposing is a marriage of mutual benefit.”

How could he be so cynical about love—about life?

“So far I haven’t heard any benefits,” she managed.

His brow quirked. “Marrying me will endow you with worldly goods, the privilege to do as you please. On my side, I will gain a duchess and someone to provide me with an heir.” His voice lowered to a seductive timbre. “Given our attraction to one another, the begetting of the latter should prove a most pleasurable activity.”

“That’s not enough to build a marriage on.”

“I say it is.”

“You’re not going to bully me into marrying you,” she said.

She steeled herself for an onslaught of threats and intimidation. Instead, he scrutinized her for long moments, his eyes as impenetrable as smoked glass. His words took her by surprise.

“You want to negotiate? Let’s do it.” He gave a cool nod. “Tell me what it will take to make you mine.”
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Apparently three orgasms hadn’t convinced the obstinate chit that she belonged to him.

Nonetheless, Alaric admitted that Emma had a point: as a tactic, bullying had thus far proved ineffective with her. Clearly, he would have to employ a different stratagem to win her over. This fact filled him not with annoyance but anticipation: his duchess-to-be would challenge, provoke, and test him—she would, however, never bore him.

“You want to bargain with me? Over marriage?” Emma frowned.

It wasn’t for nothing that he’d garnered a fortune through his business dealings. He knew how to leverage his assets and exploit the opposition’s weaknesses to get what he wanted. Where warranted, he could adapt his strategy to achieve the desired outcome. Time to apply a similar mindset to dealing with his future duchess.

He capitalized on the element of surprise. “Aye. State your terms.”

“My terms?”

Her confusion reached some deep, frozen part of him...warming it. ’Twas as if she’d given no thought to how much she had to gain from marrying a duke. As if her desire was for him and not just what he could give her...

He ruthlessly cut off that train of thought. He would hold no illusions when it came to this marriage, nor would he allow Emma to do so. He’d been clear about love: there would be no false expectations on either side. As long as she didn’t expect more than he could give, they would rub along just fine.

Now all he had to do was secure her hand. It wouldn’t be difficult. He knew her Achilles’ heel, after all, and would use it to his advantage.

“For instance,” he said innocently, “you could barter for a generous monthly allowance, enough to purchase all the jewels and furs a lady could want.”

Her brow furrowed. “I don’t want jewels and furs.”

He knew that, of course. “Then perhaps you’d care for a carriage and yacht of your own, outfitted in the latest style to impress your friends?”

“My friends would not be impressed by such excessive frivolity,” she said scornfully.

“Ah.” He steepled his fingers. “Then perhaps there’s nothing I could offer to entice you to marry me after all...unless...wait a minute. No.” He shook his head. “You don’t need my help with that.”

“With what?” Her eyes narrowed.

“With your plan. Your goal of being an investigator.”

“You would help me with that?” she said with clear skepticism. “When you’ve said time and again that it’s an unsuitable job for a woman?”

“For an ordinary woman. Now for a duchess,”—he paused for effect—“it is an altogether different story.”

She frowned. “Why?”

“Because a duchess has the power and cache to do as she wishes. What is considered unacceptable behavior for an ordinary woman would be nothing more than a charming eccentricity in Her Grace. No one would dare gainsay you for fear of my reprisal.”

“And, hypothetically speaking, you would support your wife being engaged in detection work?” she said suspiciously.

In a manner of speaking. He’d come to the conclusion that it was a better option to let Emma dabble under his watch than to have her going at it pell-mell on her own. At least this way he would know what she was up to. He could keep a rein on her, keep her out of trouble.

“As long as you abide by the rules I set, I don’t see what harm it would do for you to have a hobby,” he conceded.

“Profession,” she corrected. “And what are these supposed rules of yours?”

He told himself to tread with caution.

“Your safety must come first, for one. Although you did uncover a useful piece of information today,” he said, noting how she instantly beamed with pleasure, “you also placed yourself at great risk. I’ll not tolerate such recklessness.”

Her smile faded. When she spoke, her words were surprisingly candid.

“You’re right. I did get rather carried away by events,” she said, her expression abashed. “For a moment back there, I feared I was in over my head.”

“You’ll not risk your neck like that again,” he said sternly. “You’re too important.”

“I...am?”

At the shy yearning in her look, his heart gave an erratic beat. He calmed it. It wouldn’t do to be controlled by sentimentality. “Certainly. You are the mother of my future heirs.”

“Oh.” She blinked, then shook her head. “You speak as if it’s a fait accompli. It’s not.”

“Tell me how to make it so,” he said with steely determination.

“Shouldn’t we get to know one another better before making a permanent decision?”

To his mind, the decision was made. But if he went head-to-head with her, she’d only dig her heels in more. If she needed time to reach the inevitable conclusion, then so be it.

“I’ll court you,” he said decisively. “How long?”

“I don’t know.” She nibbled on her lip. “Until we’re certain that we’re suited?”

“If you still need convincing after what just happened at Marieur’s, I would be happy to provide another demonstration. I can still taste your honey, pet, and already I hunger for more.”

Her cheeks turned a charming shade of pink. “You oughtn’t say such things.”

“Why not? You’re the one who’s always insisting that I tell the truth.”

“Not about that.” She huffed out a breath. “The point is that there is more to a relationship than physical intimacy. We hardly know one another. We come from different backgrounds, have differing views on marriage and—”

“Tell me how your views differ from mine.”

Her lips pursed. “I believe in fidelity, for one.”

“Agreed. Next.”

“Wait—that’s it? Don’t you want to discuss the issue?”

“What is there to discuss? There will be no other man for you. And I’ll be so busy attending to your pleasure,”—he lifted his brows—“that I won’t have time for anyone else.”

She flushed. “You would be faithful to your vows. Truly?”

She’d obviously heard the rumors about his first marriage. Bitterness rose, yet he told himself that Laura was in his past. His future would be different; he would make it so.

“I was a faithful husband,” he said coolly, “regardless of what you may have heard.”

“Your first marriage...what was it like?” she asked tentatively.

He didn’t want to talk about his mistakes. Didn’t want the trail of filth to follow him into the present. Yet he knew that in order to gain Emma’s trust, he had to give her something.

“I was young and foolish when I met Laura, taken in by her beauty and charm. I married her after a whirlwind courtship. Our marriage was not a happy one.”

The understatement of the century.

“Why weren’t you happy?”

His jaw tautened. “Laura and I did not suit, let’s leave it at that. But I was faithful until the day she died. God knows I’ve been no saint since, but when I marry again, I intend to honor my vows.” For some reason, he heard himself ask, “Do you believe me?”

After a moment, Emma gave a brisk nod. “Yes.”

“Just like that?”

“You are arrogant, controlling, and manipulative at times. As far as I can tell, however, you’ve never lied to me.”

Unexpected relief ballooned in him. “Thank you,” he said softly.

“You’re welcome. And...I’m sorry.”

He tensed. “I don’t want your pity, Emma.”

“There’s a difference between pity and empathy. I don’t feel sorry for you—I’m sorry that you had an experience that sounds dreadful.”

“It’s over and so is this conversation.” He wasn’t about to tell her the worst part—his unforgivable disloyalty to Will. He wouldn’t risk exposing his faults any more than necessary.

She wrinkled her nose. “That speaks to another difference between us. I won’t be dictated to. Any marriage that I’ll be a part of will be based on mutual respect.”

“Again, I see no problem.”

“How can you say that?” she said incredulously. “You want a wife who will submit to you without question. Whereas I am an independent woman who knows her own mind, who has opinions and won’t be ordered about willy-nilly—”

“Will you deceive me, Emma? Betray me in any way?”

She frowned. “No. Of course not.”

“Then we’ll work on the rest.”

“People don’t change that much,” she said dubiously. “I don’t see me getting any less independent—or you any less domineering.”

“I don’t hear you complaining about that when we make love. When you’re in my arms, you surrender so sweetly,” he murmured. “As if you’ll give me anything I ask.”

A painful flush stole over her cheeks. “I’m not weak,” she blurted.

He looked at her in surprise. “No, you aren’t. Why would you think it?”

“Because of what you just said. What happens when we’re together. I don’t know what comes over me, but truly I am not subservient or weak-willed...”

The crux of what was troubling her dawned upon him. Staring at her embarrassed, wide-eyed expression, he was filled with equal parts desire...and tenderness. With all his jaded experience, he’d forgotten that true innocence existed.

“Come here,” he ordered softly, patting his lap.

He saw the way her muscles quivered to obey even as her mind resisted. She scooted back against her side of the bench. “No, we should talk about this.”

To preclude further argument, he simply reached over and scooped her onto his lap. Delightful as her squirming was, he stilled it by tightening his arms around her. “Submitting to me doesn’t make you weak,” he told her. “On the contrary, it takes a strong, spirited woman to give me what you do.”

She stopped struggling. “It does?”

“Aye.” He brushed his knuckles against her silky, flushed cheek. “Your surrender is potent because of your strength. Because I know what you’re trusting me with,” he said huskily. “Besides, outside of lovemaking, I know you’ll go on doing as you please.”

Her brow puckered. “My being headstrong doesn’t bother you?”

“Aye, it does—but it also excites and arouses me.” Deliberately, he pressed her down against his erection, and her color heightened even further. “The same way my arrogance excites and arouses you.”

She bit her lip. “This is all very confusing.”

The carriage was slowing; they were nearly at her home. Time to push his advantage. “So let me court you. We’ll explore this together, so you won’t be afraid of the passion that burns between us.” He nipped her ear. “Give me your answer. Say you’ll let me woo you, sweeting.”

A tremor passed through her. “I will...on one condition.”

He ought to have expected as much. “What is it?”

“If I respect your rules, you’ll let me help with your investigation where it’s safe to do so. Please, Alaric,” she said earnestly, “I can’t stand by and do nothing when your life is at risk.”

If he refused, she’d go ahead and do it anyway. Better to contain a fire than be burned by it.

“Agreed—as long as you’ll be guided by me. I mean it, Emma,” he said with emphasis. “No more harrying about on your own.”

She nodded happily. “We have a bargain—”

The sudden wrenching open of the carriage door cut her off. The sun hit Alaric’s face, its blaze nothing compared to the fury in the newcomer’s gaze.

Emma’s brother leaned in, his expression livid.

“What the devil is going on here?” Kent demanded.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




All in all, Emma thought that Alaric was handling his first meeting with her family rather well. After the inauspicious start with Ambrose, he and she were greeted by her sisters as soon as they stepped foot inside the house. Emma hastily made the introductions.

After her curtsy, Violet studied him with frank curiosity. “So you’re a duke? I’ve never met one before.”

“Manners, Vi,” Thea said in an undertone.

But Alaric only looked...amused. “I must confess my own curiosity—having never met so many Kents before. Beauty and grace must be family traits.”

The girls looked at each other...and giggled as haplessly as debutantes. Emma, who’d never witnessed his gallantry in action, watched in bemusement as he continued to work his charm.

“Thank you for the compliment, Your Grace,” Rosie said, dimpling.

“It is only the truth.” He smiled at the vivacious girl, then he turned to Polly, who’d been standing bashfully off to the side. Over the latter’s hand, he courteously bowed. “I don’t envy Kent. He’ll have to chase off suitors when you young ladies have your come outs,” he said.

Polly turned pink with pleasure, and Emma’s chest warmed at Alaric’s unexpected sensitivity, at the sight of him teasing and at ease with her sisters.

Ambrose’s stern tones broke up the banter. “Go attend to your lessons, girls. His Grace and I have business to attend to.”

After the girls scampered off, Ambrose led the way to the drawing room. Tension set in as they all took up their positions: Emma and Alaric on the settee and Marianne on the chaise longue, Ambrose pacing behind her like a caged tiger. He growled questions one after the other.

Alaric, with a booted foot resting upon one knee, was the picture of ducal assurance as he responded. He seemed to have an answer for everything, maneuvering through her brother’s queries like a seasoned hackney driver through London’s streets. He glossed over certain details—their lovemaking at Madame Marieur’s, for instance—without telling any lies.

Finally, Ambrose turned to her. “What were you thinking, Emma, interviewing His Grace’s staff?” he said in bewildered tones. “Going off on your own to this disreputable place?”

“I thought I could help,” she said in a small voice. “The maids talked to me. And I discovered Lily’s true identity—”

“At what risk? Anything could have happened. You could have been hurt, accosted, or worse.”

“I assure you, Kent, she was perfectly safe,” Alaric said. “I put a guard on her.”

Shock jolted Emma. She’d assumed that his staff at the cottage had told him about Marieur’s. Instead, he’d had her followed?

Looking as stunned as she felt, Ambrose said, “You did what?”

“The better question is why didn’t you? She’s your sister. You ought to know how determined she is when she sets her mind upon a thing,” Alaric said calmly.

His high-handedness was astounding. And he didn’t look the least bit apologetic.

She glared at him. “You can’t have someone following me—”

“Actually, I can and I did. I told you, pet: I protect what is important to me.”

The silver flame in his jade eyes hitched her breath. How could she have ever thought him cold? Beneath that icy authority raged volcanic heat—and it disturbed her to realize that she liked this side of him. Liked that she could stir his emotions...the way he did hers.

“About that, Your Grace.” Marianne gave a flick to her jonquil skirts, which were as smooth as her expression. “You understand why we must ask your intentions toward Emma.”

“Why was my sister sitting on your bloody lap in the carriage?” Ambrose thundered.

Heat boiled up in Emma’s cheeks. “Ambrose, it wasn’t—”

“Let me answer, pet. ’Tis a fair question, and I have naught to hide.” Alaric regarded her family with cool equanimity. “My intentions toward Emma are honorable.”

She didn’t mistake the claim in his deliberate and intimate use of her name.

“Intentions? Toward my sister? Now see here—”

“Darling.” Marianne reached out and touched Ambrose’s sleeve. A silent communication passed between them. Amber eyes blazing, he clenched his jaw and let his wife speak.

“You wish to marry Emma, Your Grace?” Marianne said.

“Yes. As soon as possible.” His eyes upon Emma’s face, he murmured, “As soon as I can convince the lady in question to have me, that is.”

Way to throw me beneath the carriage. Emma gave him an annoyed look.

A smile flickered on his lips.

“Emma?” her brother said in disbelief. “Are you truly considering this?”

She took a breath. “His Grace and I have agreed to a courtship period. To help us decide if we are truly suited.”

“You see?” Alaric’s wide shoulders lifted. “’Tis Emma who is dallying with me and not the other way around.”

“No one is dallying with anyone! Emma, I cannot condone this.” Ambrose gripped the back of the chaise, his face stark with disapproval.

For the first time, Emma felt a spark of anger. Why was her brother being so unreasonable? She was a grown woman, capable of making her own decisions.

“You’re the one who said I should find a husband,” she said.

“I meant a suitable one. He...his past,”—her brother waved a hand at Alaric in mute frustration—“he’s not good enough for you.”

The unfairness of the statement riled her. “He is a good man!”

“A duke being condescended upon by a mere mister—that has to be a first.” Alaric arched a dark eyebrow. “Would you prefer it, Kent, if I were a costermonger?”

“’Tis your past and your character I question, not your title. Can’t you see how different you and Emma are? She is an innocent girl, devoted to her family. You are an accounted rake, and from what I’ve seen between you and McLeod, you haven’t the first notion of what it means to be a family.”

Emma cringed.

The muscle ticked in Alaric’s jaw. “You know nothing about my family.”

“And you know nothing about mine,” Ambrose said. “When it comes to marriage, Kents don’t care about money or rank.”

“Yes, I can see how you’ve sacrificed the finer things in life on the altar of matrimony.” Alaric’s gaze circled sardonically around the well-appointed drawing room.

Her brother’s cheekbones turned a dull red.

Intervening quickly, Emma said, “Strathaven and I aren’t making any hasty decisions. We’re taking the time to get to know one another. Nothing is written in stone.”

“Emma knows her own mind,” Marianne said quietly to Ambrose. “She always has.”

Emma felt a rush of love toward her sister-in-law.

“Someone is out to kill you, Strathaven,” her brother growled. “Do you wish to endanger my sister as well?”

“Emma’s safety is my primary concern. Which is why we will keep our courtship secret until the murderer is caught,” Alaric said evenly. “If you truly wish to guarantee Emma’s safety, you might consider actually finding the bloody killer.”

“We have made progress.” Ambrose’s tone was equally hard.

“I’m all ears.”

Emma saw the indecision on her brother’s face. Clearly, he wanted to go a few more rounds with Alaric. His gaze landed on her, and his mouth tightened. “We’ll remove to my study—”

“Emma will hear this,” Alaric said. “She has the right to know about the case; it affects my future and therefore hers. Besides, it was through her efforts that we now have a new lead on the maid.”

Despite Alaric’s overconfident assumption that their futures were indeed entwined, Emma’s chest expanded with giddiness. He’d listened to her in the carriage. He was respecting her wishes—had just publicly acknowledged her abilities as an investigator.

Catching her eyes, he murmured, “See, pet? I am capable of compromise.”

“Emma will find out anyway. As will I,” Marianne said. “You might as well discuss the case here, darling.”

Ambrose said tersely, “We’re not done talking about you and my sister, Strathaven.”

Alaric’s gaze was cool, level. Clearly, he was done.

Her brother raked a hand through his hair and visibly collected himself. When he spoke, it was with brisk professionalism.

“I’ll begin with the poisoning,” he said. “I discussed your symptoms with a physician experienced in such matters. He suspects that we are dealing with a substance of strong toxicity, one with dose dependent qualities—most likely a wild plant of some kind. He once saw a family, all of whom had mistakenly ingested poisonous mushrooms. The father, who’d eaten the most of the contaminated stew, died, as did one of the sons, who’d had a second helping. Having eaten less, the mother and sisters survived.”

“This is why Clara died, and I did not.”

Despite Alaric’s detached tone, Emma knew him well enough now to perceive his self-recrimination. She touched his arm; beneath her fingers, his hard bicep quivered.

“It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “You didn’t know the whiskey was poisoned.”

His expression remained harsh, but his chin dipped in a slight nod.

“We don’t know that drinking less of the whiskey would have saved Lady Osgood,” Ambrose said. “Depending on the individual, the lethal dose can vary to some degree. In the case of the family, a second son, who ate just as much as his brother who died, ended up surviving. My physician friend hypothesized that this was because this boy had survived eating poisonous mushrooms once before and had developed a degree of resistance to the toxins.”

Grooves deepened around Alaric’s mouth. “I had a digestive illness in my youth, which I later overcame. Perhaps that built up my resistance.”

“Perhaps. At any rate, we are dealing with a murderer with some knowledge of poison. He knew enough to choose a weapon with no detectable taste or odor. His mistake was not dosing the whiskey with enough poison to kill you with one drink...which brings us to the second attempt on your life.”

Alaric straightened. “You have news about the shooting?”

“McLeod has made headway with the list of gunsmiths. He’s narrowed it down to the last handful, says he should have the shop identified by the morrow.”

“I’m going there with you,” Alaric said grimly.

“I want to come, too,” Emma said.

Silence fell like a guillotine.

“No,” her brother and Alaric said as one.

At least the two agree on something. Well, it wasn’t as if she didn’t expect resistance. Summoning her breath, she prepared to argue, but Alaric headed her off.

“I have kept my end of the bargain. Now you will keep yours. My rules, Emma,” he reminded her.

“But I want to help investigate—”

“And so you shall,” he said. “I have an assignment. An important one.”

“An assignment for me?” She could hardly wait. “Do you want me to go to The Cytherea, track down Lily White—”

“No. Your task is more important than that.”

More important? “Yes?” she said eagerly.

“Your job is to infiltrate the ton.”

“What?” She frowned. “Why would I do that?” 

“Remember what you said about poison being a lady’s weapon?”

Brows drawn, she gave a slow nod. “But that was just conjecture. We don’t have any specific evidence to support—”

“That is where you come in. I want you to circulate amongst my peers. Keep your eyes and ears open for any suspicious activity, particularly where ladies are involved.”

“But I don’t know the first thing about high society,” she protested.

“I need your help, Emma.”

With those five words, he had her. How could she deny his request—deny him anything—when he looked at her with such mesmerizing warmth in his eyes?

Swallowing, she said, “What sort of suspicious activity would I be monitoring?”

“Gossip, for one thing. Amongst the ton, it is a powerful weapon. It often holds fragments of the truth and may yield clues to the killer’s identity.” He paused, leveled a challenging look at Ambrose. “If you don’t believe me, ask your brother.”

Ambrose’s brows knotted. After a minute, he said curtly, “It is true that gossip can be a source of important information.”

“See?” Alaric’s broad shoulders lifted. “I would do this myself, but people don’t dare to talk about me to my face. That is why I need you: an investigator with excellent observation skills, someone I can rely upon.”

Touched by his trust, she searched his face. “This isn’t some ploy to distract me from the real danger, is it? You really think I could learn something important just by listening?”

“Emma, you have the ability to do what your brother and his partners cannot: you can blend in with the ladies, conduct reconnaissance in drawing rooms and ballrooms undetected. And let me be clear: all you’re to do is listen. You’ll take no risks, and you’ll report anything you hear directly to me and your brother. Is that understood?” His gaze locked with hers until she gave a nod. “If I am asking too much of you, pet—”

“I’m willing to do whatever it takes to see you safe.” She wouldn’t have him believing otherwise, not when he was entrusting her with so vital a mission. “I won’t let you down.”

“Thank you.” His slow smile dazzled her senses. “I’ll make all the arrangements.”

“Wait. What arrangements?”

“You can’t go sleuthing about without the proper equipment. In order to operate amongst the ton, you’ll need a few supplies. I will, of course, bear the expense for them.”

Before she could ask what supplies he was referring to, he said to Marianne, “You would not mind chaperoning Emma, Mrs. Kent?”

“Not at all.” Marianne’s lips gave an odd twitch. “Are there any particular, er, investigative opportunities you’d like us to pursue, Your Grace?”

“Start with the Blackwood Ball,” Alaric said. “Their parties are guaranteed crushes.”

“And quite exclusive,” Marianne murmured.

“Lord Blackwood is a friend of mine and can be trusted to be discreet. I’ll secure your invitations.”

Emma’s stomach lurched at the prospect of attending so elevated an affair, but she reminded herself that she’d do anything to help protect Alaric’s life—including navigating the ton’s treacherous waters.

Alaric addressed her brother. “Kent, I’ll expect to be notified when Will identifies the gunsmith.”

His expression carved in stone, Ambrose jerked his chin in reply.

Alaric rose, bowing first to Marianne and then taking Emma’s hand. When his lips skimmed over her knuckles, longing shivered over her.

“You won’t regret our bargain, sweeting.” His pale green irises smoldered with silver smoke as he murmured, “Once this is over, I will come to you a free man and make no mistake: we will settle things between us.”

“Is that a promise or a threat?” She wrinkled her nose.

His lips took on a faint, wicked curve. “Either way, pet, it means you’re going to be mine.”




***











CHAPTER NINETEEN




“Papa, may I sleep with the light on?”

Seated at the side of the bed, Ambrose smiled at his seven-year-old son. “There’s no need for that. Nothing’s going to happen, I promise.”

Edward’s eyes, the same emerald shade as his mama’s, peered anxiously from his small face. “How do you know?”

“Because monsters live only in dreams, and they can’t hurt you. You have nothing to fear, lad.” Ambrose tucked the blanket around his son’s shoulders. “I’ll stay here until you fall asleep.”

“Promise, Papa?”

“I promise, lad.”

A quarter hour later, Ambrose brushed his hand lightly over Edward’s tousled dark head, extinguished the light, and headed for the master bedchamber.

Marianne was waiting in bed. Even after eight years of marriage, her beauty struck him anew. With her platinum hair loose around her slim white shoulders and her vivid eyes glowing with love, she was an angel. And he was one lucky bastard.

Setting aside her book, she smiled at him. “Asleep?”

“Aye. Poor fellow.” Removing his robe, Ambrose got into bed and took her into his arms. Settling them both against the pillows, he said, “I hope he outgrows the night terrors soon.”

“Did he ask about the monsters?”

“I told him they weren’t real.”

“Not the kind he fears, anyway.”

At his wife’s pensive tone, Ambrose turned his head to look at her. He saw the shadows in her gaze, as if she were recalling the monsters of her past. Monsters he’d done everything in his power to slay.

“Sweetheart?” he said quietly.

She touched his jaw. “I’m not thinking of my own demons, darling, but of yours.”

“Mine?” he said in surprise.

“Monsters come in all guises. Evil people, harrowing events—even something as ordinary as not being able to protect the ones you love.”

His muscles tensed. “What are you saying?”

“Ambrose, you’re a wonderful brother, but Emma is a grown woman.” Marianne’s perceptive eyes searched his face. “You cannot protect her any longer, and you must not blame yourself for those times when you could not.”

The memory of those times rose within him. Those years when he’d barely been able to feed his younger siblings...when Emma, as the next eldest, had been forced to shoulder all the burdens of their family while he earned a living in the city. One time, she, a sixteen-year-old girl, had travelled all the way to London on her own because calamity had struck their family, and she’d had no one to turn to...

Old knots tightened in his chest. “She’s missed out on so much. She’s never had a chance to be young,” he said roughly. “She deserves to be happy.”

“Yes, she does. But only she can decide what will make her so.”

“You can’t think Strathaven is a good decision,” he said in incredulous tones.

Marianne said softly, “Why not? Because he’s a duke? He’s rich?”

“No, because he’s a rake.”

“The gossip isn’t all true. His dead wife spread some vile rumors about him. And Annabel says that he’s got a good heart—that she and Mr. McLeod are in his debt.” After a pause, Marianne said, “I know what it’s like to be misjudged by Society.”

Ambrose tightened his arms around her. “That was different. Your actions were prompted by your desire to find Primrose. You were blameless, sweetheart.”

“How do you know Strathaven is not as well? Whatever his past, he cares for Emma.”

“What makes you so certain?”

Marianne’s lips formed a wry curve. “Why else would he concoct this plan to have her investigate the ton? He’s keeping her away from the true danger—and saving her from herself, I might add.”

That insight did not sit well with Ambrose. Even if Marianne was right, he didn’t trust Strathaven’s motives. Didn’t want a dissolute libertine entangled with his innocent sister.

Stiffly, Ambrose said, “Even if he didn’t kill Lady Osgood, he was having a salacious affair with her—a married woman. He is morally corrupt.”

His spouse made an amused sound.

“What is so humorous?” he said, frowning.

“You, darling.” Still smiling, she kissed his jaw. “By your standard, no gentleman would be good enough for Emma. What man hasn’t had an affaire or kept a mistress?”

“I haven’t,” he said.

“You are the exception. That is why I adore you.” Her hand glided down his chest, and he felt himself hardening, responding as ever to his wife’s touch. “You want to handle Emma with care. You don’t want to push her away.”

“I can’t talk about my sister when you do that,” he said hoarsely.

Marianne smiled her siren’s smile. “Will you consider what I said?”

In his work, he prided himself on considering all the evidence before drawing any conclusions. He supposed he ought to do the same in this instance. Objectivity could be dashed difficult, however, when one’s own family was involved.

“I will try,” he conceded.

“Thank you, darling.”

His wife’s lips caressed his neck, her hand wandering lower still. Fire ignited in his loins, and rolling her onto her back, he took her mouth in a hungry kiss. She sighed with pleasure, her ardor obliterating his thoughts, and for the next little while at least, all worldly troubles scattered to the winds.




***











CHAPTER TWENTY




Two days later, Alaric found himself in his carriage with his brother. They were outside Palmer’s, a small establishment tucked between Covent Garden and St. Giles. From the window, Alaric saw the weathered sign above the door which bore the gun shop’s emblem of a pineapple. Will, seated on the opposite bench, held up the torn cartridge wrapper.

The half oval with the squiggly lines was a perfect match for the fruit on the sign.

“This is the place,” Will said with satisfaction. “Kent’s on his way from The Cytherea. Once he arrives, we’ll go in and question the owner.”

Alaric hesitated. A part of him wanted to praise his younger sibling’s scouting abilities. Another part felt...awkward. Too much had passed between them, bricks of hostility and misunderstanding forming an invisible wall.

Yet Will was his brother. His only sibling.

He settled for a compromise. “How did you manage to find the shop? It was no small feat, I imagine. There must be dozens of gunsmiths in the city.”

“Compared to tracking down spies and scouting enemy terrain, this is child’s play.”

Pride gleamed in Will’s brown eyes nonetheless—and threw Alaric back into a memory. Of the two of them as boys, trespassing on their neighbor’s property. The McGregor had been the stingiest, meanest man in the county, and the wagers amongst the village lads oft involved his infamous tree, which boasted bright red apples the size of small melons.

Any lad who could show a McGregor apple would win undying respect from his peers, and at age nine, Alaric had craved that respect more than his next breath. A single apple was guaranteed protection against the taunting and beatings of the other boys; he’d been prepared to filch the fruit or perish trying. What he hadn’t been prepared for was his little brother’s insistence on tagging along.

If you don’t let me go, I’ll tell Ma, Will had said. Da’ll whip you for trespassing.

In the end, he’d had no choice but to let Will have his way. At first, things had gone well; using a ladder, they’d made it over the tall stone fence, racing through the waving grass fields undetected. Alaric had climbed the tree and tossed the apples down into Will’s waiting arms.

I told you I could help, Will had called proudly.

Without warning, a shotgun had fired.

The idyllic summer afternoon exploded with cries of panicked birds. The next instant, Alaric jumped to the ground, hissing Run at his paralyzed brother. When Will didn’t move, Alaric yanked him by the arm, dragged him back through the fields, apples scattering as they ran for their lives. When Will stumbled, crying, Alaric hauled him up and towed him along.

The fence came into sight, the promise of safety. Just as Alaric reached the top, he heard his brother’s whimper behind him.

It’s too high. Will’s chubby fingers slipped against the stones, and he slid to the bottom, his eyes wide and shimmering. I can’t get over.

Cursing, Alaric dropped to the ground. Going down on one knee, he linked his hands and boosted his brother over.

It worked—too well. Will had gone sailing over the top, landing hard enough to break his arm. Alaric could still see the accusing looks on their parents’ faces.

What were you thinking, involving my boy in your shenanigans? his stepmother had cried.

By God, you’re a bad seed, his da had spat. No son of mine would hurt his own kin.

Alaric had received the whipping of his life.

Not only that, but he hadn’t even an apple to show for it.

“Kent’s hackney just pulled up.” Will’s voice pulled him back to the present. “You’re certain you want to go in with us?”

Jaw taut, Alaric said, “I’m not hiding in the carriage like some lily-livered coward.”

“Suit yourself.” Will shrugged. “Stay close, and I’ll take the lead.”

His brother might have been a pain in his arse during their youth, but Alaric had to admit a growing respect for the adult William’s expertise. Will looked as seasoned and fierce as one of their ancient Highland ancestors as he led the way from the carriage, his eyes roving in a ceaseless scan, his brawny posture ready for anything.

Kent descended from a hackney and joined them. From the investigator’s terse greeting, Alaric assumed that the other hadn’t yet come to terms with Alaric’s involvement with Emma.

Too damn bad for him.

Entering the shop, Alaric was assailed by the scent of oil, leather, and gunpowder. It was a humble, rather gloomy premises compared to Manton’s on Davies Street, the gun maker favored by the ton. Here, dust blanketed the counters, and pistols hung in crooked lines over the walls.

A round-faced clerk greeted them at the front counter. “Afternoon, gents,” he said, wiping his hands on his leather apron. “How may I be o’ service?”

Will placed the torn cartridge wrapper on the counter, tapped his gloved finger on it. “This one of yours?”

The clerk peered at the paper. “Aye, that’s from a cartridge for our double-barreled flintlock. I can tell by the quality o’ the paper.” He pinched it between finger and thumb. “Extra heavy, see, to carry the weight o’ the powder and shots. Costs extra, but it’s worth the—”

“And this?” Will set down the pair of bullets Kent had found. “Yours too?”

“Could be. But harder to say—shot ain’t that distinctive.” The clerk’s expression grew wary. “Er, what was it that you said you wanted?”

“We’re looking for the customer who bought a double-barreled flintlock and that cartridge. A fellow with a scarred face,” Will said.

The clerk’s gaze jumped nervously, his face reddening. “I’m sorry, sirs, I didn’t sell nothin’ to a scarred gent. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get back to work...”

“Babcock, you lazy bugger, what are you jawing about?” A man with stringy salt-and-pepper hair emerged from the backroom.

“N-nothing, Mr. Palmer,” the clerk stammered.

Palmer’s eyes formed slits as he regarded Alaric and the others. “Who’re you?”

Kent stepped forward. “Ambrose Kent, at your service.” He handed over his calling card. “My colleague and I are investigating a crime. We’re looking for a man with a scarred face who might have purchased a double-barreled flintlock and cartridges to go along with it.”

Something slithered through Palmer’s eyes. He crumpled the calling card in his grease-stained fist.

“Didn’t see no scarred man,” the gunsmith said. “Now if there’s nothing else, I’ve got a business to run.”

Will jerked a thumb at Alaric. “Do you know who this is?”

Palmer eyed him up and down and sneered, “Some nob, by the looks o’ ’im.”

“The nob happens to be the Duke of Strathaven. And someone, using your shot and your gun, attempted to assassinate him a week ago. So, unless you want to be carted off to Newgate as an accomplice,” Will growled, “you will tell us what you know.”

“Already told you. Don’t know nothing,” Palmer said belligerently.

Alaric noticed sweat trickling down one of the clerk’s temples. “You—Babcock, is it?”

“Y-yes, your lordship.”

“Have you seen a disfigured man in the shop? One with a scar down the middle of his face?”

Babcock darted a terrified gaze at his employer. “N-no, sir—I mean, your lordship.”

“That’s a bluidy lie,” Will said, his hands balling.

Alaric held his brother back. “If either of you remembers anything, there happens to be a sizeable reward,” he said coolly.

The clerk wetted his lips, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

“Ain’t nothin’ for us to remember,” Palmer spat. “Now get out o’ my shop afore I toss you out.”




*




As the carriage rolled off, Will said in frustrated tones, “Both of them were lying through their teeth. I could have gotten the truth out of them.”

“By beating them?” Alaric smoothed his gloves in place. “Palmer still wouldn’t talk. My guess is that he has some personal connection to the shooter.”

“We’ll have Palmer tailed,” Kent said. “He might lead us to the suspect.”

“If Babcock doesn’t come to us sooner.” Alaric’s instincts told him the clerk was more than ready to fly his employer’s coop. “He wants that reward.”

“Blunt doesn’t buy everything,” Will said.

“Anyone who believes that doesn’t have enough of it,” Alaric replied. “Kent, any progress at The Cytherea?”

“I confirmed that Lily White was indeed an actress there—the term “actress” being applied loosely,” the investigator said. “By the look of things, the theatre is a step up from a bawdy house, with skimpy outfits and skimpier talent.”

“Got a good look, did you?” Alaric drawled.

“I have no interest in such depravity.” Kent shot him an irritated look. “According to the manager, Miss White up and left the company around the time she started as a maid at your cottage. No one at the theatre has seen her since, and they haven’t any notion where she might have gone. Apparently, she kept to herself.”

“That’s what my staff claimed as well—until Emma somehow got them to talk.” With an odd mixture of ruefulness and pride, Alaric had to acknowledge the truth: his future wife was a force to be reckoned with. Fortunately, he knew how to put her energies to good use.

“Do not bring my sister into this,” Kent said through his teeth.

“She’s already in it.”

“Aye, and I don’t like it.” The investigator glowered at him. “What are you up to, Strathaven? Why are you sending Emma on a wild goose chase through the ton?”

“You have a better idea for keeping her out of trouble?”

The look of impotent frustration on Kent’s face spoke louder than words.

Will’s brow lined. “What wild goose chase? Why is Miss Emma involved?”

“She is determined to be part of the investigation and, more specifically, to protect my life.” Emma’s loyalty and concern reached a dark, frozen corner inside him. There it was again, that dangerous spark of hope...

Don’t be a fool. He could lust after Emma, do what it took to make her his. But he would never lose control over his heart or his head. Never set expectations that would only lead to disillusionment and pain.

In cool tones, he said, “I’ll leave it to Kent to explain why his sister disobeys commands and does exactly what she pleases.”

“I’m her brother not her keeper,” Kent snapped. “Aye, Emma is independent and headstrong; she has had to be. She has managed our household since she was a girl, saw our family through poverty and loss.”

“A fact that I admire. If you can’t protect her from herself, however, then I certainly will,” Alaric said calmly. “We both know that Webb is our main and only suspect at this point, and he’s hiding somewhere in the stews. Thus, if Emma is determined to muck around, the ton is the safest place for her to do so.”

“I’m not daft, Strathaven, I know what you’re doing,” Kent growled. “You’re circulating her amongst your sort on purpose—grooming her to be your next duchess.”

Alaric didn’t bother denying it. Part of Emma’s resistance to marrying him had to do with her perception that they came from incompatible worlds. Which meant that getting her comfortable within his social stratum was essential to furthering his cause.

“Mrs. Kent was preparing to launch her anyway.” He gave an insouciant shrug. “With my backing, Emma will not only be a guaranteed success, she’ll land the Season’s biggest catch.”

“I don’t give a damn about your title. You don’t have what it takes to make Emma happy.”

Will, who’d been watching the exchange with an air of mute fascination, burst out, “You...and Miss Emma? Bluidy hell,” he said, looking stunned, “Annabel was right.”

“My sister has not agreed to anything,” Kent said sharply.

“Not yet,” Alaric said.

Will’s face split into a sudden grin. “Lass wouldn’t have you? Turned down the great Duke of Strathaven himself?”

“Shut it, Peregrine.” Alaric narrowed his eyes at his brother. “Emma will have me.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” Kent vowed.

Alaric’s patience snapped. “Just what do you have against me? Other than the wealth and privilege I intend to bestow upon your sister, that is?”

A heartbeat passed. Kent said, “Do you love her?”

Pinned by the other’s keen gaze, Alaric felt the ghosts within him swirl. Da’s furious brown eyes, the lecture he’d delivered between the stinging swishes of the belt. No son of mine would endanger his own brother. You’re a disgrace to the McLeod name. You have no part in this family...

Laura’s beautiful face contorted with feverish anger. You don’t love me. You’re not capable of love. Well, one day soon you’ll know what you’ve lost—

“I didn’t think so,” Kent said coldly.

Alaric tried to ignore the pressure at his temples. “I will take care of Emma. She will want for nothing.”

“Except for the one thing she needs most. Your philandering is common knowledge. My sister will give you her heart, her trust, and in return what do you have to offer?”

You’re nothing. A useless invalid. His guardian’s deathbed words sliced through him. I never should have taken you in...

“I am a duke,” he bit out.

Kent shook his head in disgust. “You don’t even understand, do you?”

Will cleared his throat. “Kent, far be it for me to interfere, but Strathaven, well, he’s my kin after all. Now I’m not saying he’s perfect, but he ain’t as bad as all that...”

Alaric took refuge behind a wall of anger. He didn’t need this investigator’s judgment, his brother’s condescension.

The righteous fools don’t know me. Devil take them both.

“I am marrying Emma. Get used to it or don’t, Kent—I don’t give a damn,” he said in chilling accents. “In the meantime, however, I’m paying you to find a murderer. If you cannot carry out your duties, say so now, and I’ll hire someone else.”

White-lipped, the other man said, “I will do my bloody job, Your Grace. If for no other reason than to put an end to this case and my sister’s involvement with you.”

Will looked as if he might speak...and then shook his shaggy head and looked out the window. Silence descended upon the cabin, and whilst Alaric maintained an icy facade, his mind spun like the carriage wheels. He knew how much Emma valued her brother’s opinion—hell, she looked up to him like he was a bloody saint.

What would she do if Kent forbade the match? What choice would she make?

Alaric’s hands clenched with sudden ferocity. There’s only one choice. No one is going to take her from me. Emma is mine.




***











CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“Good afternoon, Miss Kent,” Jarvis said as he ushered her into the foyer.

“Hello, Jarvis. How are your knees today?” Emma said.

Beneath his beetled brows, his eyes twinkled. “Much better, thank ye kindly. Your salve is nothing short of a miracle.”

“I’ll bring more the next visit,” she promised. “Is the duke at home?”

“Indeed, miss. But His Grace has a meeting at the moment—”

“I’ll wait. I have an important matter to discuss with him,” she said with determination.

“Of course. Right this way.”

Jarvis put her in the drawing room, leaving to fetch refreshments. Alone, she paced over the Aubusson, impatient to see Alaric so that she could take him to task. Ever since she’d agreed to spy on the ton on his behalf, an unending stream of so-called supplies had arrived on her doorstep. His extravagance had been staggering: evening gowns, frippery, every kind of accoutrement—all of it in the latest fashion and every item fitting her perfectly.

Rosie and her sisters had oohed and aahed over each lavish gift, and even Marianne’s brows had risen at the item currently residing in Emma’s reticule. Emma, however, was not impressed. As she faced the prospect of her debut reconnaissance mission at the Blackwoods’ tomorrow night, she had to wonder if Alaric had something other than investigation on his mind.

An ulterior motive that had little to do with her helping to track down a villain—and everything to do with getting his way.

When she heard his deep, distinctive tones in the distance, she could wait no longer. She headed in the direction of the voices…and stopped short. Not because of Alaric—who appeared, as usual, effortlessly virile in a burgundy waistcoat and buff trousers—but the familiar pair of men standing with him.

“We are grateful for your patronage, Your Grace,” the senior gentleman said.

“As ever, we are at your service,” his younger replica added.

Alaric wasn’t looking at them, however. His eyes had locked on her. His guests followed the direction of his gaze.

“Ah, Miss Kent. What a surprise.” The speculative glance that the elder banker threw in Alaric’s direction confirmed her sudden, blazing suspicion. “Good afternoon.”

“Mr. and Mr. Hilliard,” she said. “What a coincidence it is to see you here.”

“Er, yes. Coincidence, of course.” The younger Mr. Hilliard cast an uncertain look at Alaric. “’Tis a pleasure to see you, but Father and I must be getting along. Appointments, you know.”

“Don’t let me keep you,” she said.

After they left, she turned to Alaric, who emanated tension. Her intuition told her the cause of his unease. Yet if her hunch was correct, why would he want to hide such a thing?

He rubbed the back of his neck, scowling at her. “What are you thinking, coming here unchaperoned? There’s a murderer on the loose, not to mention proprieties—”

“You arranged the loan for Kent and Associates, didn’t you?”

She saw him flinch; he recovered instantly. “My business affairs do not concern you.”

If he thought hauteur would shield him, he was wrong.

It was too late for that; she’d seen him for what he was.

And she liked it. Liked it so very much.

“After the fire, no bank would lend the agency the sum at a reasonable percentage. So you made it happen,” she said steadily. “You’ve been looking out for your brother all along.”

He took her by the arm and steered her down the corridor to his study. His hounds leapt up to greet her, but he evicted them from the chamber with a sharp command. Closing the door, he backed her into it. With his hands planted on either side of her, he leaned in and said, “You are not to say a word of this. To anyone.”

She looked up at his handsome, annoyed visage—and tenderness filled her. What a complex man he was, his motivations and desires hidden behind a facade of arrogance. He could be moody, brooding, deserving of his moniker. Yet now she knew what her instincts had sensed early on: the proud, powerful duke had a true and loyal heart.

“Why don’t you want Mr. McLeod to know that you’ve done this for him?” she said gently.

“That’s none of your concern. Just do as I say and keep your mouth shut.”

“But why don’t you want Mr. McLeod—or my brother, for that matter—to know that you’re their secret benefactor? You’re their guardian angel—”

“I’m no angel. Ask anyone.” The wild, pale fire in his eyes dared her to disagree.

Quietly but firmly, she said, “I say you are. Why do you try to hide it?”

With a ragged breath, he pushed away from her, stalked toward his desk.

She followed him.

“Why are you here?” He shuffled irritably through a pile of papers. “You’re risking your safety—never mind your reputation—coming here on your own.”

“With Mr. Cooper following me like a hawk, I’m perfectly safe.” She canted her head. “Why are you avoiding my question?”

“Why are you avoiding mine?” he shot back.

With a hint of exasperation, she said, “Fine, I’ll answer first. I’m here to return this.” From her reticule, she withdrew the black velvet jewelry box and placed it on his desk.

His gaze smoldered into hers. “You don’t like it?”

“That’s not the point. I can’t accept it.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too expensive. Too much.”

“It’s perfect for you. You’ll wear it.” He returned to sorting his correspondence as if the subject was closed.

“I will not.” She lifted her chin. “Our bargain was for me to scout the ton for you, not dress up in jewels that could feed a family for generations. I’m beginning to wonder if you aren’t sending me on a fool’s errand to keep me occupied. To keep me from doing real detection work. From continuing to track Lily White at The Cytherea—”

“You agreed to this plan, and you’ll stick with it.”

Riled by his dictatorial tone, she said, “I can back out at any time. There’s nothing binding me to our agreement.”

His head snapped up. “What did you say?”

The ominous glitter in his eyes made her recognize her mistake immediately. “I mean, I agreed to let you court me, but nothing is written in stone...remember?”

The last word emerged with a breathy edge as he rounded the desk toward her. She held her ground, even as he towered over her, more than six feet of lean, bridling male.

“Oh, I remember. And I’m realizing that I’ve been too lax with you.”

The silky menace in his voice spread tingling awareness over her skin. Beneath his civilized exterior, the savage God had awakened, preparing to do battle. And heaven help her, every part of her responded. Beneath the pale yellow muslin of her bodice, her nipples budded, her core blooming with humid heat.

“You don’t own me,” she said. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

“That you believe that proves that I’ve chosen the wrong tactic with you. By negotiating with you, I’ve led you to think that you can manage me. That you can tame me like a lapdog and run roughshod over me.”

The idea of this virile, dangerous male as a lapdog was ludicrous. “I don’t think that.”

“I’ve agreed to let you investigate. I’ve agreed to court you. I’ve indulged you to make you happy,” he went on with deadly calm. “In return, you pester me about matters that don’t concern you, question my motives, and won’t even wear a bloody necklace.”

She knew him well enough now to recognize the stillness of the predator the moment before the strike. Yet she couldn’t resist saying, “Pester you? I’m trying to communicate with you—that’s what people do when they’re courting. How will we know if we’re suited if we can’t carry on a normal conversation?”

“You want us to communicate?”

She gave an emphatic nod.

“Bend over my desk.”

“Pardon?”

“I believe I was quite clear.” His eyes gleamed with challenge. “Face my desk and place your hands there. Do not move them unless I give you leave to do so.”

His sensual authority released a shivering excitement. With blinding honesty, she recognized that she’d been longing for this since their last encounter. Alone in her bed, she’d fantasized about him—about the two of them, bound by nothing but each other and the wicked passion that burned between them. He’d told her that her submission didn’t make her weak, and the knowledge of that paradox fanned the flames of her curiosity.

With him, she was discovering that passion was a form of communication. With every intimate game they played, they opened up to one another a bit more. Trust was a two-way street. To gain his confidence, perhaps she would first have to demonstrate her own faith in their developing relationship.

On a shaky breath, she turned. Placed her bare palms flat on the hard surface.

“Good girl.” He removed her fichu, the scrap of lace-edged lawn landing carelessly on the desk. His breath gusted warmly against her bare nape. “Was that so difficult?”

“You try having someone order you about—”

The rest of the sentence died in her throat as he nipped the tender ridge between her shoulder and neck. Her head arched back at the scrape of his teeth, the scorching suction as he licked the small hurt with sinuous laps that made her fingers curl against the wood. From behind, his erection pressed into her, his arousal unmistakable despite the layers between them. His hands slid up her bodice, cupping and squeezing her aching breasts. When she moaned, he again suckled her neck with delicious force.

“You’re so responsive, sweeting,” he murmured. “Tell me, are you wet for me?”

Her cheeks flamed.

“Still shy, I see. There’s no room for modesty between us. Can you feel how hard you make me,”—he ground against her—“how big my cock is, how it throbs for you?”

Her eyelids grew heavy. Oh, she could feel him. She could.

He swept his arm across the desk, sending objects crashing pell-mell to the ground. “Lean down all the way.” With his hand at the small of her back, he pushed her upper torso flush against the desk. “Stay just like that,” he said.

With her palms and cheek supported by the cool wood, Emma felt a luxurious calm wash over her. That decadent stillness anchored her as he raised her skirts, layers of silk and linen skimming against her stockinged legs, her bare thighs. The material swished softly over her waist, and she shivered at the kiss of the cool air against her exposed backside.

“Christ, you’re lovely.” His reverent growl curled her insides with pleasure. “Spread your legs farther apart. Show yourself to me, pet.”

Shamefully stimulated, she widened her stance, feeling his rapacious gaze on her, on her wet, quivering sex. Heartbeats passed. His silence, his control stretched her nerves like a clothesline. She squirmed against the desk in helpless anticipation, his steely discipline maddening her, making her arousal unbearable. Why didn’t he touch her?

The realization came as a stroke of lightning. This was a battle, a contest of wills. And the way to victory was…surrender.

“Please.” The word left her in a whisper.

“Please what?”

“Touch me,” she begged.

He smoothed his palms over her buttocks, running them along her thighs, and she purred.

“My kitten likes to be petted.” His words were husky with approval. “Tip your pretty bottom up for me higher.”

Eagerly, she did so, gasping when his fingers slid through her intimate folds.

“Ach, Emma, you’re drenched. Coating my fingers with your sweet honey.”

His guttural tone, the emergence of his lilt, betrayed the fraying edge of his control, and that thrilled her. Wantonly, she circled her hips against his touch. “It feels so good when you touch me.”

“I love petting your soft, wet pussy. Stroking your pearl.”

Her eyes squeezed shut as he followed through on his lusty litany, finding that spot of exquisite pleasure, rubbing and circling, winding the coil in her belly ever tighter. The muscles of her pussy fluttered, clutching on emptiness.

“Do you want more, Emma?”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Give me more.”

His swift incursion, thick and deep, made her moan. “Push your tight little cunny against me,” he instructed. “Fuck yourself on my fingers.”

The rawness of his command inflamed her. Panting, she rocked her pelvis back, impaling herself on his long, thick fingers. His dark praise spurred her wanton ride. Your pussy is so greedy. So hungry. Take me even deeper... Desperately, she obeyed, the tension inside her building with each filling thrust, each slap of his palm against her mound. The glittering precipice neared, surges of pleasure propelling her closer and closer.

She gritted her teeth, resisted going over the edge.

His body curved over hers, his breath heating her ear as his fingers drove deep. “What do you want, love? Tell me. Whatever you need, I’ll give it to you.”

“With you, Alaric,” she gasped. “I want to go over with you.”

In the next instant, she was spun around. He sat her up, her bottom landing on the edge of the desk. She glimpsed the desperate hunger in his gaze the moment before his mouth sealed over hers. His tongue stabbed inside, and she responded with eager abandon, sucking on what he offered, drawing him in deeper.

He took her hand, and her breath stuttered when her fingers wrapped around his hot, pulsing cock. She could barely encircle the thick girth of his shaft, the silky skin a riveting contrast to the iron core.

“Touch me, Emma.” His eyes were hooded and hot. “Like this.”

His hand covered hers, tightening her fist, plunging it from the tip of his member to the root and back again. Aroused beyond anything, she took up the rhythm with reckless delight, tugging on his engorged stalk, rubbing her thumb over the seeping head, desperate to share the wild pleasure with him.

“Christ, sweeting, your hands were made to frig me,” he rasped.

“I like frigging you,” she whispered back. “Like sharing this, together...”

He devoured the rest of her words at the same time that his fingers delved between her thighs, titillating her pearl and driving into her sheath. They panted, straining together toward bliss. She reached the pinnacle first, and he swallowed her cries before shuddering with his own fulfillment, his release lashing hotly over her thighs.

His arms closed around her, and she sagged against him like a rag doll. The sound of their tattered breaths filled the silence. She floated, buoyed by a delicious contentment.

“Don’t deny me, Emma. Don’t push me away.”

Surprise percolated through her languor. Lifting her head from his chest, she saw the stark set of his beautiful face. “I’m not pushing you away.”

“You question my motives. Won’t accept a simple gift. You want to back out of our agreement.”

Despite the mechanical delivery of his words, she glimpsed raw agitation in his eyes. That hint of vulnerability was utterly at odds with the self-assured duke, and it made him...human. He’d said that he didn’t want love, called it a complication—but was it possible that he secretly desired her affection? When he looked at her the way he was doing so now, she felt as if he did need her. And that feeling made it difficult to deny him anything.

“I’m not reneging on our bargain. But I do want us to be honest with one another. Trust one another,” she said earnestly.

“I want you, Emma. I’m not letting you go.”

“I want you, too, Alaric.” She cast a pointed look at the desk. “Obviously.”

His expression relaxed a fraction. “Good. Then you’ll marry me.”

“You can’t rush this.” When he stiffened, she cupped his hard jaw and looked in his eyes. “We’ll get there if you give us time.”

“I am there. You’re the one who needs to make up her mind.”

Taking a breath, she said, “I’d get there faster if you told me why you don’t want anyone to know that you’re the secret benefactor of Kent and Associates.”

“Devil take it, you’re as obstinate as a mule.”

She risked a small smile.

His chest heaved. “I’m no benefactor. I owe my brother, and I’m merely making amends.”

“Because you married his intended, you mean?”

He stared at her. “You know about that?”

“Annabel mentioned it awhile back,” she admitted. “She blamed Lady Laura for making trouble between you and Mr. McLeod.”

“My sister-in-law is too generous. I made the choice to betray my brother. Fate paid me back by giving me the marriage I deserved, but it’s not enough—not for what I did.” Self-recrimination weighted his words even as he shrugged. “All I have to offer is money. I funneled the funds through the Hilliards because I know my brother’s pride. I didn’t want William to feel obligated to me when it is I who can never right the wrong I did to him.”

Alaric’s guilt, the depth of his remorse, squeezed her heart.

“You have much more to give than money,” she said softly. “And family forgives.”

“Your family, perhaps.” His bleak expression reminded her that he’d been parted from his true kin at an early age. “There’s too much bad blood between William and me. More than just Laura. And before you ask—yes, I’ll tell you about it. Not today, however.”

He’d exposed more to her today than he ever had. Something had changed, deepened between them. Hope bloomed in her for their future.

“Thank you for sharing this with me. I won’t tell anyone,” she promised.

“You don’t despise me, Emma, for betraying my own brother?”

Suddenly, she understood. “Is that why you wouldn’t answer me when I questioned you about the Hilliards earlier? Because you thought I’d despise you?”

At his curt nod, her chest constricted. Did he believe her regard of him so conditional? Then again, she hadn’t exactly been steadfast in their relationship. She cringed, thinking of how she’d first misjudged him, how noncommittal she’d been since.

“I don’t hate you. I couldn’t. I...I care for you, Alaric.”

Dear lord, it was more than that. Was she...falling in love with Alaric? He, who’d told her he didn’t want or need her love?

“Then wear my necklace.” His knuckles grazed her cheek, his eyes silvery and intense. “’Tis my gift to you, a token so that you might think of me when we’re not together.”

How could she refuse such a request?

“And you say I’m stubborn,” she muttered.

“It takes one to know one, pet.”

She debated for a moment—and hit upon the perfect compromise.

Meeting his gaze, she smiled. “I’ll wear the necklace...if you’ll do me a favor in return.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




“I cannot believe I agreed to this,” Alaric said.

Emma beamed at him. “’Twas a fair bargain, Your Grace.”

She looked as smug as if she’d haggled with the butcher and secured a prime cut at a steal of a price. Certainly, she seemed to have no qualms whatsoever about being in a third-rate, ramshackle theatre several blocks from Drury Lane. “Actresses” were milling about, and their skimpy robes and painted faces suggested that The Cytherea’s main source of income was not the ribald plays it put on, but the entertainment it offered to male patrons afterward in the “visiting” chambers.

As usual, Emma was too focused upon her goal to take any notice of the impropriety of her being in such a place. What would she do without me to protect her from herself? Alaric wondered wryly. He’d taken the precaution of posting guards around the theatre and greased the palm of the manager to let him and Emma backstage.

“Who should we approach first?” she said.

His lips twitched. Truly, she looked like a child in a confectionary, her eyes wide and shining as she considered all the options.

“You’re the one who wanted to come here and investigate. I thought you had a plan,” he said.

“Of course I do.” She pulled her shoulders back. “Just, um, follow my lead.”

Because he found her determination to help him so damned adorable—and coming in her sweet palms had put him in an indulgent mood—he complied. In her primrose walking dress, she was a blast of sunshine in the windowless space. She meandered between the rickety vanities that served as primping stations for the cast. She stopped at one and, clearing her throat, tapped the shoulder of a ginger-haired actress who sat powdering her face before a cracked looking glass.

The tart eyed Emma in the reflection. “Gor, ’oo are you?”

“My name is Emma Kent,” she began. “I’m looking for an actress who used to work here by the name of Lily White.”

“I don’t know nothin’—which is what I told that other investigator who showed up askin’ questions about Lily earlier this week.” The woman turned her attention back to the powdering.

“But it’s vital that you speak with us. You see, Lily may be involved in a crime and—”

“She could be involved wif the King o’ England for all I care. I don’t poke my nose where it don’t belong. Now I got a show to ready myself for.”

Alaric stepped forward. “Excuse me, Miss...?”

The actress turned in her seat to face him. Her sooted eyelashes fanned, and she readjusted the neckline of her robe, showing more of her twin assets.

“Well, ’ello, luvie,” she purred. “Didn’t see you there. The name’s Miss Bloom, but you can call me Daisy.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Alaric saw Emma frown.

“Miss Bloom,” he said, “finding Miss White is a matter of some urgency. Anything you recall would be helpful, and I will be happy to compensate you for your time.”

“What kind o’ compensation do you ’ave in mind, ’andsome?” she cooed.

“He means with money.” Emma’s hands fisted on her hips.

Alaric hid a smile. It was nice to know his kitten felt as possessive over him as he did over her. For an instant, the memory of Laura’s crazed jealousy raised its malignant head—and he pushed it aside.

This was different. Emma was different.

She had every right to defend what was hers; if the situation were reversed, he wouldn’t countenance any man propositioning her.

He removed a small purse from his pocket and saw Daisy’s ears perk as the coins within jingled. As she reached for the bag, he kept it just out of reach.

“For your assistance,” he said.

“I like a man who drives a ’ard bargain.” Winking, she said, “Onto business, then. Lily worked ’ere for about six months before she upped and left well o’er a month ago.”

“Do you know where she went?” Emma said.

“We weren’t bosom friends. In competition, weren’t we, for the best, ahem, patrons.” Daisy sent him an arch look. “Lily couldn’t act worth a farthing, but she ’ad the kind o’ talent coves admired, if you know what I mean.”

“Was anyone here close to Lily?” Emma asked.

“Like I said, she was close to plenty o’ gents. But you might try Peter Dunn—four-eyes o’er there.” She angled her head toward a gangly bespectacled fellow standing next to a set of plaster columns. “’E’s the playwright. Lily had ’im wound round ’er finger so that he’d write ’er good parts.”

“Thank you,” Emma said.

Daisy aimed a pointed gaze at the coin purse.

When Alaric gave it to her, she cooed, “Come alone next time, luvie, an’ I’ll give you a private showin’ o’ The Cytherea’s main attractions.” She wriggled her shoulders, causing said attractions to nearly tumble free of her robe.

Emma took hold of his arm and tugged him away. Out of earshot of the actress, she muttered, “You can close your mouth now.”

Amused, he arched a brow. “You’re not jealous?”

“Of course not. I just think it’s rude to be staring at a woman—anywhere below her face,” she said primly.

“First of all, I wasn’t staring at her. Second, I look at you all the time below your face. And when I’m really lucky,” he murmured, “I get to do more than look.”

She blushed. He hoped she never grew out of that charming habit.

As they approached the playwright, she said in a brisk undertone, “I’ll do the talking.”

“I wouldn’t dream of interfering with a professional at work,” he said.

She slid him a narrow-eyed glance, and he bit back a smile. He had to admit that sleuthing with Emma was rather...fun. He hadn’t enjoyed himself this much in, well, he couldn’t recall the last time. His amusement only grew as they neared Peter Dunn, who was trying to instruct a buxom actress on her accent.

“Repeat the line after me,” the lanky bespectacled fellow said. “The heavens weep and I submit/ to the hail of the Gods upon my bosom.”

“The ’eavens weep and I submit,” the actress began.

“Heavens,” he repeated.

“That’s wot I said. ’Eavens.”

“Heavens and ’eavens—can’t you hear the difference?”

“I can ’ear just fine.” The actress pouted and flipped a black lock over her shoulder. “Now can we get on wif it?”

“Go on,” Dunn said with a sigh.

“The ’eavens weep and I submit to the...the ’ail o’ the Gods ’pon...” A notch formed between her brows before she finished triumphantly, “my tits!”

Alaric choked back a laugh.

“It’s bosom.” Dunn looked ready to rip his hair out.

The actress jutted a hip. “I know a good rhyme when I ’ear one—and it ain’t bosom.”

“Mr. Dunn?” Emma said.

“What is it?” The playwright swung around to face her, and his expression went from aggrieved to enchanted in a way that set Alaric’s teeth on edge. Dunn smoothed his blond hair in place and gave a flourished bow. “Egad, if it isn’t Aphrodite, walking amongst mere mortals.”

“Actually, my name is Emma Kent. Miss Bloom said you might be able to help me.”

“I would be delighted to be of assistance,” Dunn said. “And to be freed of the labors of Sisyphus.”

“Gor, you ain’t got no right to call me a sissy puss—or whate’er that bad name was,” the actress put in sulkily.

“I wasn’t—never mind. We’ll work on the lines later.” Dunn gave an impatient wave, and the actress flounced off. He flashed a dazzling smile at Emma. “How can I be of service to you, fair maiden?”

“You can start by not calling her fair maiden,” Alaric said.

Dunn blinked, pushing up his spectacles. “Pardon. I didn’t notice you, sir.”

“We’re looking for Lily White,” Emma said, shooting Alaric a warning look, “and we understand that you knew her better than most.”

Dunn gave a dramatic sigh. “She was my muse, my guiding star. Then one day she abandoned me, left me in the fading twilight of love.”

“I’m, er, sorry to hear it,” Emma said.

“Your kindness is a balm to my heart.” Dunn reached for her hand.

“Touch her, and you will be requiring balm for other bodily parts,” Alaric warned.

Dunn’s hand fell to his side. “Like that, is it?”

“Yes,” Alaric said. 

Emma’s gaze cast heavenward. “Look, Mr. Dunn, we really need to know where Lily went.”

“Why?”

“We have reason to believe that she is involved in dangerous business. We must find her to ascertain the truth and prevent further harm from occurring.”

Alaric had to admire Emma’s truthful yet tactful reply.

“Lily’s mixed up with a bad lot, is she?” Dunn surprised Alaric by saying.

“Why do you say that?” Emma said quickly.

Dunn snorted. “I may be a playwright, but my head ain’t in the clouds. One day Lily is as poor as a church mouse and the next she’s swimming in blunt. She said it came from a windfall, some dead relative she never met, but I didn’t believe her.”

“Why not?”

“Because she was right jumpy, desperate even, to leave London immediately. As if she were running from trouble. Fool that I was, I let her convince me to go with her. Got the tickets, made the plans, and packed up everything to run off to Brighton with her,” Dunn said darkly.

Brighton. Alaric met Emma’s gaze and saw his own excitement reflected in her eyes. Finally, they’d picked up the maid’s lead.

“You went to Brighton with Lily?” Emma said eagerly.

Dunn shook his head. “Never made it that far. We weren’t halfway there when she met some rich cove travelling in our coach. Next thing I knew, she threw me over and ran off with that bounder.”

“How long ago was this?” Alaric demanded. “Do you know where they were headed?”

“It was nearly three weeks ago and, as far as I know, they were continuing on to Brighton. I came back here and was lucky that I could get my old job back. All I have left of Lily is this.” Reaching inside his jacket, he pulled out a miniature of the maid. “I carry it as a reminder of love’s cruelty.”

Emma exchanged looks with Alaric.

“We’re going to need that portrait, Mr. Dunn,” she said.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




The next afternoon, Alaric leaned back in his chair, rolling a smooth crystal paperweight from hand to hand. Sun streamed through the tall windows, brightening his study and his already optimistic mood. The tides were finally turning in his favor. He and Emma had informed Kent of their discovery concerning Lily White; although displeased by his sister’s involvement, Kent had given his partner Mr. Lugo, a stalwart African gentleman, the portrait of Lily and tasked him with hunting down the actress.

Mr. Lugo was presently on the way to Brighton.

Progress was being made—on all fronts.

For, bit by bit, Alaric was also winning Emma over. Not only was their passion burning more fiercely with each encounter, he sensed her resistance to marriage was waning. And, despite his dominant tendencies, he had to admit that letting her take the lead at the theatre had deepened his admiration for her. With her intelligence and determination, she would make him an excellent duchess. Once the business of his murderer was settled, he’d claim her for good.

And now his present visitor had come bearing more good tidings.

“The situation with the investors has stabilized,” the Marquess of Tremont said, crossing his long legs. “It seems your scandal has already become last week’s news.”

“Gossip can’t beat out the lure of profit,” Alaric said.

“A few wags like Mercer continue to forecast doom for our venture, but they are in the minority. Thank God.” Tremont’s grey eyes were rueful. “I must confess I’m breathing easier now that our plans are once again secured. As you know, I’ve got a fair share of my personal holdings tied up in United Mining. I’m afraid I’m rather depending on it to go through.”

Quietly, Alaric said, “If you’re short on funds, I’d be happy to—”

“No, thank you,” Tremont said.

Knowing the other’s pride, Alaric did not pursue the subject further. “No matter,” he said instead. “In a fortnight, we’ll get the expansion vote passed at the General Meeting, and the value of shares will go through the roof. You’ll be a rich man.”

“That was the plan.” The lines around Tremont’s mouth eased. “Onto more important matters—how goes the search for the fiend who shot at you?”

“We’re making progress. It’s only a matter of time before we catch the bastard.”

“I am relieved to hear it, old chap. Murder puts a damper on one’s plans.” Tremont paused. “At least with our venture going smoothly, you can spend what’s left of the Season focusing on your wife hunt.”

Alaric put down the paperweight with studied nonchalance. “Indeed.”

Tremont, however, must have caught some betraying sign. “Egad, don’t tell me you’ve managed to find a duchess with all the mayhem that’s been going on?”

“Nothing’s settled yet,” he muttered.

“But you do have an iron in the fire.” A slow smile spread across Tremont’s face. It shed some of his years, made him look more like the roguish lad he’d been at Oxford. “By God, I’ve always said you’re the most efficient fellow I’ve ever met. Do I know her?”

“I doubt it.”

“A mystery woman not from our circle. Now I am intrigued.” Tremont’s tawny brows shot up. “Is she a scandalous opera singer perhaps? Or a beautiful merchant’s daughter—”

“Get intrigued over some other female,” Alaric said irritably.

Tremont’s grin deepened. “Is that the twang of Cupid’s bow I hear?”

Alaric was saved from answering when a knock sounded, and Jarvis peered in. “Please excuse the intrusion, Your Grace. You have a visitor.”

“You can see I’m busy,” Alaric said.

“I would not have disturbed you, but this, ahem, gentleman, claims you invited him to call. His name is Babcock.”

Anticipation rolled through Alaric. Some days are just better than others.

“Put him in the drawing room. I’ll be there shortly,” he said.

“Sounds important. I shan’t keep you.” Rising, Tremont said, “Before I go—don’t I get at least a hint about the object of your undying affection?”

To his consternation, Alaric felt his cheekbones heat. “Devil take you, Tremont.”

The marquess laughed.




*




“Are you sure you don’t need my help with your undergarments, Miss Emma?” the ladies maid said anxiously from the other side of the door. “At least to tighten your corset strings—”

“I’m fine for now, thank you. I’ll ring when I’m ready to put the ball gown on,” Emma said in bright tones.

As soon as she heard the maid shuffle off, Emma released a breath. She was sitting in front of her vanity, a high-necked robe bundled around her. She’d put that on after removing the high-necked frock she’d worn all day. Undoing the belt, she parted the lapel and blushed to see that nothing had changed since she’d last looked.

The red mark still blazed at the side of her throat.

She brushed her fingertips against the evidence of Alaric’s kiss. She had no doubt that he had put it there on purpose. Recalling the branding scorch of his lips as he’d bent her over his desk, heat prickled over her insides.

At the same time, her reflection wrinkled its nose.

“Devious man,” she muttered.

It could be no coincidence that he’d placed his mark in that particular place. Given the low cut of her fashionable ball gown, she would have no choice but to cover it with the jewelry he’d given her. She gave an exasperated huff at his unnecessary high-handedness. She would have worn the necklace anyway—to uphold her end of the bargain after he’d taken her to The Cytherea.

Her irritation turned to excitement as she thought of their discoveries at the theatre, the excellent headway they’d made in the search for Lily. Moreover, Alaric had demonstrated his support of Emma’s dreams, and she had to admit that working together with him was even better than going at it on her own.

They were becoming true partners, equals capable of give and take. At The Cytherea, he’d let her take the lead with questioning the witnesses. Right before that, when they’d made love on his desk, she’d surrendered to his control. A giddy feeling swept over her. In both instances, she’d felt connected to him body and mind. She’d once wondered if she was capable of a passionate bond with another, and now she knew the answer.

I’ve fallen in love with Alaric.

Somehow, despite their disastrous first meeting and subsequent conflicts, she’d lost her heart to the duke. A dictatorial man whose icy cynicism hid a passionate nature. A man with more layers than an onion. How many would she have to peel back, she wondered, before she reached his heart?

Wistfully, she lifted the choker from its black velvet box. The triple strand of flawlessly matched pearls slid against her fingers. The centerpiece—an enormous pink diamond set in a dazzling frame of diamonds—nestled itself heavily in her palm.

It was a necklace fit for a duchess—or rather, a queen. According to Marianne, this particular piece had occupied the center display at Rundell, Bridge, and Rundell, London’s most prestigious jeweler; it was said to have once belonged to the wife of a great Maharaja.

Shaking her head at Alaric’s extravagance, she secured the diamond-studded clasp and looked in the mirror. Her heart stumbled in her chest.

Oh. My. Goodness.

She’d never been overly concerned about her appearance. Pretty is as pretty does, after all. Yet now she marveled at her reflection, the way the necklace imbued her with glowing vitality. She didn’t recognize the bright-eyed woman with skin as lustrous as the pearls and lips as vividly blushing as the rare diamond. The choker seemed to lengthen her neck, inject her carriage with grace. She didn’t look like the country spinster she was.

It’s perfect for you, Alaric had said.

Could it be that he saw her this way—as this exotic, bold, confident creature?

“Emma, may we come in?”

Her sisters’ voices broke her reverie. When she let them in, Thea’s hazel eyes widened. “The necklace looks beautiful on you, Emma.”

“That diamond is as big as the egg I had for breakfast,” Violet declared.

Touching Alaric’s gift, Emma felt her cheeks warm. “Is it too much?”

“You’re glowing,” Polly said simply.

“Thank you, dear.” Emma smiled. “Help me dress, will you?”

Closing the door behind them, her sisters clustered around her at the looking glass. With an efficiency borne of practice—growing up without the benefit of maids, they’d always dressed one another—the girls set to work. Vi helped her pull on her unmentionables, Thea worked on the corset strings, and Polly crouched to adjust the skirts of her petticoats.

“Just like the old days,” Vi said.

“Do you think about Chudleigh Crest?” Emma said.

“I do. On the count of three now.” Thea’s deft tug on the laces whooshed the air from Emma’s lungs. “As exciting as London is, I sometimes miss the simplicity of country life.”

“Not me. London is the tops,” Vi decreed. “One never knows what will happen next.”

“Are you going to marry the duke, Emma?” Polly blurted.

In the reflection, Emma saw her sisters grow still, their faces bright with curiosity.

Meeting Polly’s aquamarine eyes, she said, “Would you mind if I did?”

“No,” Polly said. “I like him.”

Her youngest sister’s approval buttressed Emma’s own feelings. If there was anyone whom she trusted as a judge of character, it was her baby sister. Gifted with an intuitive nature, Polly was wise beyond her tender years.

“The question is whether or not you like the duke, Emma,” Thea said gently.

“I do.” It was a relief to admit the truth. “He can be stubborn and overbearing, and he always thinks he’s right. Yet beneath it all he has a good heart.”

“Sounds like someone I know,” Vi said, grinning.

“Who?” Emma said.

Her sisters looked at each other and burst out laughing.

Emma rolled her eyes. “That’s different. You lot required a firm hand. I had to be managing to keep you in line.”

“We know that, dear.” Thea’s eyes sparkled. “But let’s face it, you’re no wilting violet. You need someone with a will to match yours—and His Grace certainly fits the bill.”

“I hope that doesn’t mean the duke and I are destined to a lifetime of locking horns.”

“Father always said love involved compromise,” Thea said.

 “Well, Strathaven and I are learning to negotiate and work together,” Emma mused, “and he even supports my assisting in his case.”

“I think it’s smashing that you’re working with Ambrose. I wish he’d let me help, too,” Violet said.

Uh oh. What have I started?

Seeing the spark in her sister’s eyes, Emma said, “I, er, thought you were enjoying your lessons and the delights of Town.”

“I am, but what you’re doing sounds more fun.”

“It isn’t a game,” Thea chided gently. “The duke’s life is at stake. You mustn’t pester Ambrose and distract him from serious work.”

“You’re such a spoilsport.” With a good-natured sigh, Violet went to fetch Emma’s ball gown from the dressing screen.

Emma had the feeling that the conversation was not quite finished. Like the pot, however, she couldn’t very well call the kettle black. Perhaps Violet’s sudden interest would go the way of so many of the dear girl’s impulses. A while back, after seeing a performance at Astley’s, Vi had decided to become an acrobat.

Whatever the case, we’ll cross that bridge when we get there, Emma thought.

Thea said, “Well, I, for one, am happy that you’ve found someone who appreciates you, Em. And you’ll make a fine duchess.”

“How difficult could that be?” Vi returned with the eggshell satin cradled in her arms. “All you have to do is wear a hideous turban on your head and refer to yourself in the first person plural.” She mimicked in a nasal tone, “We do not find the dessert to our liking. We are not amused at being served plum pudding when we specifically requested a chocolate gateau.”

Polly giggled.

Even Thea’s lips twitched as she helped Emma into the gown.

“I don’t care about being a duchess. I care about...him.” Emma tried to put into words what she knew in her heart. “I can’t explain it, but I think he needs me. From what I’ve gathered, his first marriage was rather horrid. And his mama died when he was young and then he was separated from Mr. McLeod at an early age. I don’t think he’s ever felt a part of a true family.”

“Gadzooks,” Violet said with sympathy.

“Poor man,” Thea murmured.

“He’s lonely,” Polly whispered.

If there was anything a Kent understood, it was the importance of family.

“Well, if you marry him, then he’ll become a member of our family,” Vi said stoutly. “No one’s ever lonely when we’re around.”

“Thank you, dear, but nothing is settled yet. We have a murderer to find. Moreover, I need to be certain that we truly suit and can live in the same world.”

“Turn around and look in the mirror,” Thea suggested.

Emma did—and her breath stuttered.

The ivory gown left her shoulders bare, the bodice glimmering with the subtle sheen of seed pearls embroidered in a swirling vine pattern. The waistline followed the current trend, nipping in at her waist and flaring subtly at her hips. The hem was caught up at regular intervals by ribbons fashioned to look like tiny, magenta butterflies, the bright splashes of color echoing the brilliance of the necklace.

Bemused, she said, “I do look different, don’t I?”

“Oh Emma,” Polly said, “you look like a duchess.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Dusk had fallen, making the alleyway in the Seven Dials even darker. The stench of human waste filled the fetid air, tempting Alaric to cover his nose with a scented handkerchief. The only reason he didn’t was because he wouldn’t give his brother the satisfaction. Parked against the adjacent wall, Will was monitoring the tavern across the street.

“You’re certain Babcock said The Thirsty Ox?” he said for the umpteenth time.

“There’s nothing wrong with my hearing,” Alaric replied. “Babcock told me two facts. One, our shooter’s name is Clive Palmer, and two, he visits this tavern every Friday.”

“I’m only asking because public houses can all sound the same. Coming from Mayfair, you might not appreciate the fine distinction between The Thirsty Ox, The Drunken Ox, The Thirsty Bear—”

“Christ’s blood, William, I’m a duke not a dunce,” Alaric said icily.

“Touchy, aren’t we?”

“If by touchy you mean ready to pummel you with my fists, then yes.”

Will grunted. “As if you could pummel me.”

“Care to have a go?”

“Lads,” Kent said from behind them. “Can the bickering wait until after we catch the criminal?”

“He started it.” Will jabbed a finger in Alaric’s direction.

“For Christ’s sake.” Blowing out a breath of disgust, Alaric resumed the watch.

The street was crowded with people and hawkers’ barrows. Rowdy customers stumbled in and out of the tavern in a steady stream, their drab clothes making them nearly indistinguishable from one another. Luckily, the streetlamp by the entrance shed light on their faces as they passed. No sign of the scarred shooter as yet.

“Perhaps we should check in with Cooper,” Alaric said.

Cooper and other guards were posted at the back entrance. Alaric was taking no chances at letting Palmer escape. Initially, he’d proposed storming the tavern, but Kent had pointed out the risk in taking on a building full of drunk, armed cutthroats, and Alaric had conceded the other’s point.

Kent lifted the whistle that hung on a string around his neck. He’d equipped the guards with similar devices. “Cooper will sound the alarm if he has the suspect. Right now, he’s watching and cooling his heels like we are.”

Alaric did not like to wait. Especially not in this cesspool of an alley.

Will smirked. “Perhaps you’d be more comfortable in the carriage, Your Grace?”

“I’m fine where I am,” he said curtly.

Silence fell again. Kent took up the main watch, and Will and Alaric hung behind him. Standing beside his brother, Alaric returned suddenly to another time they had waited together in the dark: at their father’s wake. At sixteen, Will had cried openly by the side of the casket, his grief streaming free; Alaric hadn’t shed a single tear, pain and anger bottling inside him.

Why didn’t you care for me, Da? Why wasn’t I your son, too?

Now, to his surprise, he found that his father’s indifference had lost much of its sting. The impact had faded through the years until he bore only the invisible bruises of acceptance. What did feel fresh, oddly enough, was his brother’s grief. The younger Will’s brokenhearted expression haunted Alaric here in the shadows. He knew his brother’s loss had been intensified by his refusal to take Will back to Lanarkshire with him after their father’s funeral.

At the time, he hadn’t wanted to explain his reasons. Pride had made it impossible to explain to the golden boy, the perfect son, that rejection had followed Alaric all the way to Strathmore Castle. That there must be something so despicable about him that he invited cruelty wherever he went. Nay, he hadn’t been able to say the truth aloud, so he’d done the next best thing: he’d protected Will—by pushing him away.

The old duke’s cold eyes pinned him, the belt raised. You deserve to be punished, you deficient weakling! Even as Alaric’s gut knotted in memory, Emma’s voice reached him through the darkness.

Family forgives, she’d said. 

His guardian and parents were all dead. His closest living kin was his brother.

Alaric glanced at Will, who was monitoring the street with an eagle eye. Who was trying to protect him despite all the bad blood between them.

Taking a breath, he said in an undertone, “It wasn’t because I didn’t want you at Strathmore.”

“What?” Will’s gaze swung to his.

“The regiment was the safer place for you to be.”

“Why do you speak of this now?” Even in the shadows, he could see his brother’s incredulous expression. “After all this time?”

Alaric wasn’t quite sure himself. He gave a slight shrug. “You deserve to know.”

“Know what? That facing down enemies with bayonets, scouting enemy terrain,” Will said with rising ire, “that was safer?”

Alaric’s fists clenched, yet he kept his voice low, for Will’s ears only. “Compared to living under the duke’s tyranny and suffering his brand of punishment? Aye,” he said roughly.

Will stilled. “Our uncle, he...hurt you?”

“I’d rather have taken on an entire battalion,” Alaric said succinctly.

After a moment, his brother said in hushed tones, “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“It wasn’t a topic for polite conversation. And we haven’t exactly been on good terms.”

“But you’re my brother. I would have...” Will trailed off.

“Exactly. You could have done nothing. It’s over; I just wanted to clear the air.” Alaric returned his gaze to the tavern, signaling an end to the conversation.

To his surprise, Will said softly, “I had wondered why you seemed different. On the rare visit home, I mean. Ma thought it was because of your illness, but I knew you weren’t yourself.”

His brother had noticed? An odd spasm gripped his throat. “The illness was only a part of it. The sicker I was, the more the duke punished me.”

“Bluidy hell, Alaric, I never knew—”

“Attention, lads.” Kent’s furious whisper broke the spell of the moment. “Scarred man leaving the premises. Can you identify, Your Grace?”

Alaric pushed from the wall, strode to the mouth of the alley. He spotted the figure instantly. While the burly figure and greasy, overlong hair could have belonged to anyone, there was no mistaking the jagged mark that bisected the man’s face into two menacing halves.

“That’s him,” he said grimly.

“Do you wish to wait here?” Kent began.

Alaric didn’t bother answering. Pulling his hat down low, he started toward Palmer. Kent and Will’s bootsteps sounded behind him, and from the corner of his eye, he saw them fan out, mingling with the throng. Taking his cue from them, he slowed his pace; when Palmer suddenly swung around, Alaric halted at a barrow. He felt the other’s gaze on him, his heart thudding as he pretended to study the peddler’s offerings.

“That cup’s made o’ sterling, guv,” the gap-toothed hawker said cheerfully. “Ruin may rot your gut, but it won’t tarnish that lovely piece.”

Alaric fought not to look at Palmer. “How much?”

“A quid, guv, an’ that’s on account o’ my generous ’eart.”

Alaric risked a sidelong glance...and saw Palmer’s back fading into the distance. He took off after him, the hawker’s voice ringing behind him. “’Alf a crown, guv, an’ that’s my best offer!”

Kent and Will were gaining on Palmer, flanking him on two sides. Alaric quickened his steps and kept to the middle of the road, pushing past drunks and painted whores, dodging carts of goods. His eyes and nose stung from the smoke of scorching chestnuts. He was almost upon the fiend, and Will and Kent were nearly parallel: their triangle formation was poised for attack.

He met Kent’s gaze, saw the other nod, and his muscles bunched, ready to propel him toward the target.

In that instant, Palmer turned his head.

Recognition flashed across the disfigured face, and the cutthroat broke into a run.

He turned right, and with beefy momentum, plowed through Kent, the investigator sprawling to the ground. The villain vanished into the nearest alleyway, Will on his tail, Alaric just behind his brother. Alaric heard the shrill of a whistle cut through the thudding in his ears before he was enveloped in darkness. The labyrinth of the rookery engulfed him, the walls widening and narrowing, a twisting path of disorientation.

“Up ahead,” Will shouted. “There’s a dead end. We’ve got him.”

That his brother knew the stews with such acuity astounded Alaric, and he could only be grateful to have the other as a guide. Energy pumped through his veins, the battle instincts of his ancestors kicking in. He thirsted for his enemy’s blood.

The darkness grew lighter as the low-hanging eaves gave way to the night sky. He saw a faint glimmer paces ahead: a stream of moonlight striking off stones...a wall. Palmer scrambling to get over.

A few steps ahead of Alaric, Will raced forward, shouting, “Stop! You can’t escape.”

Palmer spun around. Steel glinted in his hands.

“Down, Will!” Alaric yelled.

He threw himself forward, knocking his brother to the ground as twin shots whizzed past him, blasting through the night. Breathing hard, he pushed to his feet in the next instant, saw Palmer struggling to reload the pistol. He charged into the cutthroat, sending the firearm scuttling into darkness. Red filled his vision as he slammed his foe into the wall. Pinning the other by the throat, he drove his fist into the bastard’s face again and again.

“No one shoots at a McLeod,” he growled.

“Strathaven, I’ve got Palmer covered.” Kent had arrived, positioning himself to Alaric’s left, panting and aiming a pistol at the villain.

Caught in the grip of bloodlust, Alaric didn’t give a damn. He drew his fist back again.

Palmer gasped, “Bloody ’ell, stop...I give...”

“Who paid you to kill me?” Alaric slammed Palmer against the wall. “Give me his name.”

“Don’t...know.” Blood streaked down Palmer’s face, trickling into his scar. “’E ne’er told me. Just paid me five ’undred quid...for the job.”

“What did he look like?”

“Black ’air, pudgy face—like a babe’s. Wore sp-spectacles.”

Silas Webb.

“Where can I find him?” Alaric demanded. 

“If I tell you, you’ll let me go...”

“If you don’t, I’ll kill you.” Alaric squeezed Palmer’s throat.

“He will, you know.” This came from Will, who now stood shoulder-to-shoulder with him. “We Scotsmen keep our word.”

“All right...all right,” the bastard choked out. “I followed ’im once—like to know where my blunt is comin’ from. ’E’s got a place...in Whitechapel.”

“Take us there,” Alaric said.




*




The tenement was part of a sagging pile of misery at the heart of the East End.

“That’s the room.” His hands manacled behind his back, Palmer could only jerk his head toward the peeling door of the apartment. “I remember it on account o’ it being next to the stairs.”

“Take him back to the carriage,” Alaric said to Cooper. “Keep an eye on him.”

The guard nodded and hauled Palmer away at gunpoint.

Kent tried the knob. The easy click raised the hairs on Alaric’s nape.

Wordlessly, Kent withdrew a pistol from his greatcoat, and both Will and Alaric followed suit. Kent pushed the door harder, and the squeal of rusty hinges spurred Alaric’s heartbeat. Darkness greeted them, the air musty and dank, and there was an indistinct noise...a buzzing. An unsavory odor caught Alaric’s nose, and his stomach gave a queasy surge.

Kent held up his lantern, and shadowy light spilled over the cramped interior.

“I think we’ve found our man,” he said in grave tones.

A figure lay face down on the table in the middle of the room. As he approached, Alaric saw the flies swirling, the stain beneath the head. Will lit another lamp, and brightness flared above the dead man’s head—what remained of it anyway. A gaping hole had been blown out the back; a pistol lay on the ground near the man’s dangling hand.

With a detached professionalism that Alaric could only admire, Kent turned the corpse’s head to the light.

“Silas Webb?” the investigator asked.

Alaric grimaced. “Aye.”

“By the state of decomposition, I’d say it’s been several days since the bastard blew his brains out,” Will muttered. “Damned messy way to go.”

Bending, Kent fished a sheet of paper from the pocket of Webb’s jacket. Creases deepened around the investigator’s mouth. “It’s a signed confession. Webb says he acted out of revenge but now repents.” Kent passed Alaric the note. “Can you verify the handwriting?”

Alaric scanned the brief lines. “It looks like Webb’s signature.”

He wondered why he didn’t feel relieved. As he looked around the room, he didn’t see signs of anything untoward—no evidence of a struggle, of this being anything but what it appeared to be: a sinner succumbing to his conscience. Yet Webb had never struck him as a man of strong morality or the type to end his own life.

Alaric took a step forward, intending to look around, and something crackled beneath his boot. Bending, he found wire spectacles, the lenses cracked—and the glint of something else in the shadows. Reaching beneath the table, he retrieved the small object nestled against Webb’s boot.

“What have you found?” Kent asked.

Alaric showed him the cuff link. Made of onyx and gold, its workmanship fine, the expensive piece was clearly out of place in the dingy environs.

Swiftly, Kent checked the corpse’s wrists; both brass links were intact. The three men commenced searching through Webb’s meager belongings, and to no one’s surprise, the twin to the onyx cuff link did not emerge.

Icy premonition gripped Alaric’s gut. “The cuff link didn’t belong to Webb. Someone else was here.”

Kent’s gaze matched the brightness of his lantern. “So it would seem.”

“Over here,” Will called.

They went to join him by the hearth where he’d unearthed the charred remains of a ledger.

“Looks like an appointment book,” Will said.

When he opened it, ashes drifted to the ground.

“My guess? The true murderer destroyed this to hide his identity,” Kent said. “Do you know of any men Webb might have had dealings with, Your Grace? A wealthy man. One with a penchant for fine accoutrements such as the cuff link?”

Alaric shook his head. “As far as I knew, Webb had worked solely for United Mining for years. Until I dismissed him, that is.”

“We’ll come back in the morning,” Kent said decisively, “and canvas the neighborhood. Perhaps someone saw Webb with our mystery man.”

“I appreciate your diligence,” Alaric said.

“We Kents do not concede until the matter is resolved.” An unexpected hint of a smile relieved the somberness of the other man’s expression. “I believe you know something about that, Your Grace.”




***











CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




As ton affairs went, this ball was definitely better than Emma’s first experience.

Emma had no doubt that Alaric had pulled strings to make her feel comfortable at this lavish affair. The hosts, Lord and Lady Blackwood, personally greeted her and Marianne as if they were longtime friends.

Lady Blackwood, whose raven-haired beauty suited her name, kissed the air near Emma’s cheeks. “What a divine necklace,” she said warmly. “From Rundell and Bridge’s, is it not?”

“Er, yes. I believe so,” Emma mumbled.

“It was a gift,” Marianne said smoothly.

“Ah.” Lady Blackwood’s gaze turned speculative.

“Now don’t go giving my wife any ideas,” Lord Blackwood said wryly. With short hair of polished bronze, he possessed a soldier’s bearing and kind eyes. “Lady Blackwood is prone to extravagance as it is.”

“For that comment, I shall expect a bracelet to match the emerald earrings I purchased,” his wife said saucily.

“I am ruined.” Blackwood regarded his lady with clear affection.

“As if a bracelet could ruin you, my dear.” Lady Blackwood turned to Emma. “Well, let’s not keep you in the corner, Miss Kent. Shall I introduce you to some of the other guests?”

“Yes, please,” Emma said, more than ready to embark on her mission.

For the next hour, under Lady Blackwood’s wing, Emma circulated amongst the glittering throng. She made an effort to converse; after all, her goal was to determine if any of these guests could be guilty of murder, and to do that, she needed to establish rapport. To her surprise, some of the lords and ladies were not as haughty as she had previously assumed.

Some ladies even discussed such mundane topics as household remedies and unruly children, and Emma found herself quite naturally contributing to the conversation. At the request of a dowager, she provided her recipe for joint salve; at that of a countess with a fussy, two-month-old babe, she shared the tonic she’d used to calm Polly’s colic.

It was quite strange to find herself fitting in.

Two hours of conversation and dancing passed pleasantly enough, yet Emma discovered nothing even remotely suspicious. She headed for the refreshment table, the oasis of gossip at any social gathering. Accepting a cup of champagne punch from a footman, she discreetly posted herself behind a potted palm and eavesdropped on the surrounding voices. Alaric’s name soon cropped up, and she peered through the fronds at the backs of the chattering trio.

“… it appears as if Strathaven truly is Croesus,” said a grey-haired gentleman. “The price of stock in that joint venture of his has increased threefold in the last week. Everything he touches turns to gold.”

“Should have bought shares myself,” said a short balding fellow.

“I wouldn’t act too hastily.” The drawl came from a tall blond man whose black jacket was meticulously fitted to his figure. “You never know what will happen with speculation. As I understand it, Strathaven doesn’t have his investors’ confidence. If the vote to expand the venture doesn’t go through in a fortnight, the shares will plummet once more.”

Obviously, the man doesn’t know Alaric, Emma thought. Strathaven would never leave something like a vote up to chance.

“Speculation is a young man’s game,” Grey Hair said. “I’ve always said that the only wealth a gentleman can depend upon comes from land.”

As the men’s talk drifted to other topics, Emma found her attention hooked by another conversation, this time between a gaggle of ladies standing by the champagne fountain to her left. Emma had a clear view of their bobbing plumes as they spoke in titillated tones.

“They say Strathaven means to resume his duchess hunt,” said a plump brunette.

“Given his scandal of late, I wonder at his temerity,” said her friend in rose silk.

“He’s never lacked for temerity and well you know it.” The arch tones came from a third lady with a smirking expression. “I have no doubt he’ll get what he wants—he always does, after all. Anyway, his search for a wife is old news. What intrigues me is when he will be on the market for Clara Osgood’s replacement.”

“Lady Julia, how perfectly wicked of you!” the first lady whispered in delight.

“You were thinking the same thing, Lady Lauren. I just said it aloud.”

“Well, I confess I am intrigued by rumors of his prowess. You have heard what they say about his personal, ahem, endowments?” Lady Lauren giggled. “Apparently they match his financial ones.”

“And that’s to say nothing of his stamina and control,” Lady Julia purred. “I’ve heard our duke is as deliciously dominant in the bedchamber as he is out of it. Why, it’s said that a certain Lady M. enjoyed a rollicking afternoon on his desk…”

As the ladies tittered, Emma turned away, her cheeks burning. She knew, of course, about Alaric’s past and his proclivities, yet hearing other women talk about him in such an openly lascivious and covetous manner caused hurt and, yes, jealousy to burgeon.

Images flooded her: Alaric tying Lady Clara up in the garden...him making love to nameless, faceless beauties on the same desk where he’d made love to her...

Up until this moment, the passion she shared with Alaric, while undoubtedly wicked, had also seemed...special. Precious. That others had known the raw intensity of his lovemaking made her chest ache. Her throat cinched, his gift suddenly heavy and constricting.

“Hello, miss,” said a hesitant voice. “I was wondering if you would mind some company?”

She turned and found herself looking into the blue eyes of a plump, ginger-haired pixie.

“I beg your pardon?” Emma said blankly.

The girl, who looked barely eighteen, turned as red as her hair. “You were standing there alone, and I’m alone...well, not exactly, I do have my chaperone, but she’s busy with the other duennas, and I...dash it all, I’m talking too much, aren’t I?” she finished miserably. “It’s a terrible habit of mine, and Papa says it makes me awkward. As if I could be more awkward...” Her self-conscious shrug caused the ribbons to flutter on the many tiers of her gown. “Never mind. I’m sorry for disturbing you. I’ll just be—”

Emma took an instant liking to the girl. “No, don’t go. I was just woolgathering, and I’d love some company. I’m Emma Kent.”

“I’m Gabriella Billings, but everyone calls me Gabby.” The way the girl’s smile lit her face reminded Emma of Polly. “It is lovely to meet you. It’s so tiresome to be a wallflower that even other wallflowers won’t pay any attention to. Truly, I’m more of a wallweed.”

Emma stifled a smile. “Surely it isn’t bad as all that? You’re perfectly charming.”

“Only because you’re a decent sort. I can always judge a person’s character, you know, just by looking at them,” Gabby said cheerfully. “Being a businessman’s daughter, I’ve inherited the ability to size someone up at a glance.”

“Really?” Emma said, amused. The girl’s irrepressible spirit now reminded her of Violet.

“Take you, for instance. You have a kindly disposition, yet there you were hiding behind that palm, so I surmised that you didn’t fit in here either. I thought you might be a middling class sort like me. No offense,” Gabby added quickly.

“None taken. It’s true.”

“Your gown is delectable. And your necklace has the ladies green with envy. So even if you are a Cit like me, you have oodles more style,” Gabby said in consoling tones.

Emma had to smile. “I wouldn’t mind being a Cit. But actually I’m from the country.”

“Really?” Gabby said with interest. “I’ve never been outside London. Papa owns a bank, you see, and he’s too busy to take me anywhere.”

“What about your mama?”

“She died in childbirth. The only things I have of her are a dowry and this.” Gabby tugged on a bright curl. “Unfortunately, carrots aren’t in fashion this Season. Or ever.”

“I think your hair is lovely and unique,” Emma said.

“Truly? You aren’t just saying that?”

“Not at all. As for fitting in, my papa said that the rarest of jewels shines the brightest.”

“My father says the nail that sticks out gets the hammer.”

“Ouch,” Emma said.

“Exactly.” Gabby sighed. “Unfortunately, it seems I can’t help but stick out no matter what I do. And tonight, especially. Not that I’m surprised—I’m more or less an act of charity.”

“How so?” Emma said curiously.

“Papa has a client—a gentleman of consequence—who owed him a favor.” Gabby wrinkled her nose. “Clearly it was a big favor as the fellow had to secure a spot for me on the exclusive guest list. An invitation, however, is no guarantee of success. Papa will be quite disappointed when he discovers that I was not asked for a single dance.”

“Dancing isn’t all that it’s made out to be. My toes are still sore from being trod on.”

“You’re very kind. It would be nice, however, to make some friends,” Gabby said wistfully. “You’re the first person who has spoken with me all evening.”

“Would you like to call upon me some afternoon?” Emma said on impulse. “I have sisters your age, and I have a feeling you will rub along famously with them.”

“Oh, I’d love to, ever so much.” Gabby’s blue eyes shone.

Emma fished a calling card from her reticule. “Here is my direction.”

“Dash it, I know I have mine in here somewhere…” Rummaging in her lumpy evening bag, Gabby triumphantly produced one bent-eared card.

As Emma was tucking the card away, a liveried footman came up to her.

“Pardon. Miss Kent?”

“That’s me,” Emma said in surprise.

“I was instructed to give you this, miss.”

She took the note from the footman’s salver and, unfolding it, read the succinct message.

Meet me in the gallery on the third floor.

There was no signature, but the slashing imperiousness of the handwriting gave away the identity of its sender and made her pulse race. Then she remembered what she had overheard earlier and, with a huff, wondered if she should go running to obey His Grace’s command.

Apparently, he was all too used to having females at his beck and call.

“Is everything all right?” Gabby said.

“Yes. But I have to attend to something,” Emma said, sighing. “I shall see you soon, I hope?”

Gabby gave a merry nod. “You can count on it.”




***











CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Emma found the door to the gallery unlocked, her skirts whispering against the Aubusson runner as she entered the long rectangular room. Paintings framed in gilt lined the navy silk walls, and benches and curtained alcoves with window seats were conveniently placed for contemplation or conversation. The lush drapery and carpeting provided a hushed quality to the space, which was a welcome relief from the brouhaha of the ballroom downstairs.

Awareness prickled over Emma’s skin. As ever, her senses reacted instinctively to his presence even before she saw his leanly powerful figure in one of the alcoves. He was staring out the window, his hands clasped behind his back. His head turned immediately in her direction, and the intensity of his gaze sizzled through her.

In several strides, he crossed over to her. A faint smile edged his lips as he touched the choker, his finger running over the pearls, causing the strands to clack softly against one another.

“How beautiful you look,” he murmured.

“What are you doing here?” she said. “I thought we couldn’t be seen together.”

“I came in through a private entrance. No one saw me.” He caressed her jaw. “Hasn’t anyone told you never to accept a rendezvous with a stranger?”

Given the many trysts he’d apparently had, he was one to talk.

Lifting her chin, she said, “I thought that was why unattached ladies attended these functions in the first place. To find a beau.”

His eyes darkened. “You are not unattached.”

The gossip she’d heard continued to sting. She gave a slight shrug. “That is a matter of opinion. Now, Your Grace, what are you—”

The rest was lost in a gasp as she was yanked into his embrace. His lips claimed hers in a hot, demanding kiss. Desire rose in her, drowning out the protests of her wounded pride. She clung to his hard shoulders as he ravished her mouth, his tongue plundering, luring hers into a primal dance. 

When he ended the kiss, they were both breathless.

Eyes gleaming, he said, “That settles that. It seems I can’t leave you alone for a day without you forgetting who you belong to.”

“I don’t belong to you,” she retorted. “At least, no more than all the other women you’ve dallied with.”

His eyes narrowed. “What are you going on about?”

He wanted her to report on the ton’s gossip? Fine. She told him.

When she finished, his face was utterly devoid of expression. She frowned. Did he not care? Where was his reaction? She’d expected embarrassment, perhaps, or even anger. Instead, he was eerily...still.

When she could stand the silence no longer, she said, “Well?”

“Well, what?” he said evenly.

“Is it true?”

“I’m no saint and never claimed to be. I don’t see what the problem is.”

“The problem is I thought that what passed between us was different.” She had to force the words past her cinched throat. “Yet you’ve done the same things with other women.”

“What happens between you and me has nothing to do with other women.”

“How can you say that?” she said, her voice trembling. “When you made love to some Lady M. on the same desk where we made love?”

That fact, she realized, bothered her the most: he’d taken her in the same place he’d taken other women. As if she didn’t have a special place in his life. In the heart he professed not to have.

The world tilted with disorienting speed. Before she could catch her breath, he’d deposited her none too gently on the padded bench of the alcove. She scooted away, her back wedging up against the window as he leaned over her, his velvet-encased shoulders blocking out everything. All she could see was the savage flame in his eyes.

Suddenly, she realized that he wasn’t indifferent at all. He was furious.

“First of all, Lady M. and I did not make love. We fornicated—which is different from what you and I do. Second, I did not fuck her on the same desk. I do not invite casual bed sport to my home. You’ll recall I retain a cottage for that purpose.”

Relief unfurled in Emma at his clipped words. At the same time, feminine wariness arose at the tension vibrating from his muscular frame.

 She wetted her lips. “I thought—”

“You made it quite clear what you thought. Now let me make it clear that I will not tolerate baseless accusations,” he bit out. “I will not be controlled or manipulated by jealousy—I’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime.”

“The accusations weren’t baseless. I heard people talking about you,” she protested.

“You could have asked me about it rather than flinging it in my face.”

Her indignation abruptly fizzled. He did have a point.

“That was unfair of me, wasn’t it?” Releasing a breath, she said, “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry.” He spoke without inflection.

“Well, yes. I shouldn’t have assumed the gossip was true. It’s just that it...hurt,” she said miserably, “to hear people talk about you. To think that what we shared wasn’t special.”

He stared at her. “How could you think that?”

The truth struck her fully for the first time.

“I suppose I’ve never been special to anyone before. As a sister and friend, yes—but not as a woman. A lover.” She gave him a rueful look. “And here you are: a duke who apparently every lady covets. Why should you want me when you could have anybody?”

He curled a finger beneath her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Because there’s no one else like you, Emma.”

“What you said earlier...about having been manipulated in the past.” She hesitated. “Were you referring to your wife?”

He straightened, took a step back from her. His expression iced over.

“After we wed, Laura constantly accused me of infidelity, was jealous of every female who crossed my path from the maid to the neighbor’s daughter,” he said tonelessly. “There was nothing I could do to convince her that I was faithful.”

Heart thumping, Emma waited.

“Finally, I got tired of defending myself. She would rant at me, throw fits of hysterics, yet I stopped caring what she believed. Or what she did. She accused me of not giving her attention, not loving her as she deserved—and I suppose she was right. Any affection I felt for her died the moment she took her first lover.”

“She betrayed you?” Emma whispered.

Tight-lipped, he gave a nod. “She needed attention more than she needed her next breath, and if I didn’t provide her with it, she found it from others. In her deluded mind, she thought that if I saw how desirable she was to other men, I would want her more.”

“That’s madness.”

“That’s not all of it. She slandered me to all and sundry, played the role of the injured party—which, in her sick mind, I suppose she was.”

“Why—why didn’t you divorce her?”

“I’d made her a vow.” His broad shoulders rose and fell. “And there was my son to think of. I didn’t want Charlie to think poorly of his own mama.”

It was the first he’d spoken of his son.

Quietly, Emma said, “What happened...to Charlie?”

Alaric’s eyes were empty and cold as he looked out into the darkness beyond the pane. Into the endless stretch of night.

“Laura and I had fought, and she’d threatened to leave me. I didn’t take her seriously,” he said. “She’d given ultimatums countless times and never once acted on her words. Then one day I came home and found her gone. I could have lived with that—if she hadn’t taken Charlie.”

“Where?” Emma whispered.

“She’d secured them passage on a ship bound for France. I believe she wanted me to chase after her, to show my undying devotion. Instead, the ship went down in a storm that night.” His voice was flat, devoid of emotion. “There were no survivors.”

Having no words for such a loss, she rose and wrapped her arms around his lean waist, giving him what comfort she could. Slowly, his arms came around her. Although he said nothing, his embrace was suffocating. His heart thundered beneath her ear, a shudder passing through his large frame. She held on even tighter.

“Don’t ever question my desire for you,” he said in guttural tones. “Or compare it to what I’ve known in the past. I have never wanted anyone the way I want you, Emma.”

Her heart skipped a beat. It was the closest he’d come to saying that he cared for her.

“I didn’t mean to stir up old memories,” she said softly, “and I’m sorry I jumped to unfair conclusions. I’m not trying to control or manipulate you. I just want to be...special. I want to be different from all the other women you’ve known.”

“That you definitely are.”

Relieved to hear the note of wry humor in his voice, she tipped her head back and said tremulously, “I’m glad you came here tonight to see me.”

His expression turned grave. “That wasn’t the only reason. We found Webb.”

He sat them both down on the alcove seat and filled her in on the details. At his conclusion, she said admiringly, “How clever of you all. The murderer thought to pull the wool over your eyes, and instead you’re even closer to catching him. The noose is tightening around his neck.”

“Bloodthirsty thing, aren’t you?” he murmured.

“Better his neck than yours.”

“Miss Kent, I do believe you’re flirting with me.”

She was about to reply when voices drifted in from the corridor. Before she could react, Alaric was on his feet, yanking the curtain across the alcove. The dark velvet panels obscured them from the rest of the gallery and just in time. The voices—male and female—grew louder, followed by footsteps into the chamber. A soft click signaled the closing of the door.

Heart racing, Emma looked helplessly at Alaric. Standing by the curtain, his figure tensed, he put a finger to his lips. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps if they just remained silent, the guests would take a quick tour of the gallery and leave without discovering them.

“What luck to find this door unlocked,” came a man’s voice. “Privacy at last.”

His companion giggled. “Privacy for what, my lord?”

The rustling of skirts was followed by a sensual moan. Blood pulsed in Emma’s cheeks.

“That’s what, minx. That’ll teach you to tease a blooded bull, eh?”

“But I thought you liked it when I teased,” was the coy reply. 

“Egad, you’re a hot piece,” the man said in strained tones. “Greedy for my cock, are you? Give us a nice stroke then—mmm, tighten your fist. Ah, that’s it...”

Her breaths shallow, Emma glanced at Alaric. Moonlight from the window highlighted the flush on his high cheekbones, the hard, sensual jut of his jaw. His chest rose in surges beneath his waistcoat and lower... Her pulse sped up as she saw the growing bulge between his strong thighs. It made her keenly aware of her own arousal, of the wicked need gathering inside her.

The masculine groans beyond the curtain stirred up the images she’d seen at Andromeda’s. Of women...servicing men. A naughty notion took root: what would it be like to instigate their lovemaking for once? To drive Alaric mad with passion? To give him that same uncontrollable ecstasy that he gave her every time they were together?

Desire heated her blood, the fantasy as irresistible as a siren’s call.

As stealthily as she could, she lowered herself to her knees in front of Alaric. She looked up into his startled gaze and placed her palm over the ridge in his trousers, squeezing gently. His nostrils flared, his pale irises blazing in the moonlight. His hand clamped on hers, and she waited with bated breath. Would he allow her to take the lead? Did he trust her enough?

Slowly, his hand lifted. Went to his waistband. His gaze never leaving hers, he undid the fall.

Her core tightened at the sight of his bold virility. Glazed by silvery light, his cock was big and thick, veins twisting along its tumescent length. Like a heavy branch, it bobbed under its own weight. The fact that this part of him was exposed while the rest of him was so urbanely attired struck her as utterly erotic. Looking into his eyes, she wrapped her fingers around him.

His shaft jerked in her palms as she ran a fist from root to tip, his skin gliding with velvet softness over the poker-stiff core. She drew the skin back and exposed the eye at the bulging crown.

“Take me in your mouth.”

The guttural demand came from the other side of the curtain, yet it sent a sizzling current through the sheltered alcove. Alaric’s jaw visibly clenched, his hands fisting at his sides. His cock thickened even more, its throbbing girth testing the limits of her grip. A pearl of liquid welled up at the slit.

Excitement swirling in her veins, Emma leaned forward and licked it off.

The force of his shudder travelled through her, emboldening her. She mouthed the blunt tip, and not sure what to do next, gave it a cautious suck. His masculine musk spread over her tongue and aroused her even more. She placed kisses along the throbbing length, lost in her desire to know every inch of her duke...and determined to show him pleasure he’d never known before.




*




Surely, a man couldn’t die of pleasure.

Yet as Alaric watched Emma on her knees before him, her lips skimming so sweetly along his rod, he thought it might indeed be possible to expire from sheer want. Even in this she demonstrated her unique ability to push him to the limits of his self-control. It was clear that she had no idea what she was doing, and, paradoxically, her innocence made her explorations all the more potent.

Her delectable sucking had weakened his knees. Now, as she reached the base of his shaft, her tongue flicked out, and he nearly lost his seed at the exquisite torture of his future duchess lapping delicately at his balls.

Women had performed fellatio on him before. No one had ever made love to his cock. Had ever worshipped him with such sweet and generous ardor.

“Take my prick deeper,” the bastard growled on the other side. “I want to feel your throat.”

The fact that only a panel of velvet separated them from an audience brought an explosive edge to Alaric’s arousal. It required all of his self-restraint not to groan aloud as Emma apparently took inspiration from the other’s command. With awkwardness as endearing as it was erotic, she proceeded to cram as much of his cock as she could into her mouth.

She choked a little, and he almost shot his seed then and there.

Dark, dominant urges roared over him. He’d let her play long enough. After all that he’d disclosed to her this night, he required quid pro quo, and he would take it in the form of her sensual submission.

Hooking a finger inside her choker, he drew her from his prick. She released him with a barely perceptible pop that seared his nerve endings. In the moonlight, her eyes were fathomless jewels, a thousand times more brilliant than the diamond at her throat. Her hands fell to her sides, and she waited, her cheeks flushed, her surrender utterly perfect.

Wordlessly, he wrapped a hand around his cock. The other he placed at the back of her head to guide her. Silently, he mouthed, “Open.”

Her lashes fluttered. Then, obediently, she parted her lips.

Satisfaction roared through him—and that was before he slid inside. Her mouth enveloped him like hot silk, and his jaw clenched against a hiss of pure bliss. He forced himself to go slow, feeding her an inch of his cock at a time, getting her used to taking him this way. The sight of his shaft disappearing betwixt her lips made his seed rise, his balls pulsing, yet he reined in the impulse to thrust as deep as he could go. Instead, he kept the pace slow, easy. Drawing in and out, each time going deeper.

When he felt her tense, he palmed her jaw, urging her to relax. Somehow she understood him perfectly, her muscles softening, and he plunged in farther. Suddenly the constriction disappeared altogether, his fingers gripping her scalp as he went all the way in, his sensitive head butting her silken throat. Panting, he withdrew at once...and her hands clutched his hips, urging him back inside.

Christ Almighty.

Everything around him blurred as he succumbed to his animal urges. The frenzied sounds of the other couple faded to the wild drumming in his chest as he drove into her mouth, fucked it, and she took everything he gave her, everything he was. Her hot, selfless giving incinerated his defenses. The warning sizzle shot up his shaft, and with his last ounce of sanity, he tried to pull free of her kiss.

She wouldn’t let him. Her hands gripped his hips, her gaze held his, and his world turned inside out. He bit down to prevent himself from shouting, tasted the tang of blood as pleasure detonated. He shuddered, shooting uncontrollably, pouring himself into her.

Over his galloping heartbeat, he heard shuffling, whispered words and laughter, the door opening and closing, leaving them alone. Emma tucked him back into his trousers; after the raw eroticism of their exchange, her prim efficiency made his lips twitch. He helped her to her feet, and when she smiled at him, another part of his anatomy twitched as well.

With his thumb, he wiped away the glistening dew at the corner of her mouth.

“Missed a drop,” he said hoarsely.

She flushed to the roots of her hair; she looked adorably pleased with herself.

“Practice makes perfect,” she said.

Her prosaic tone rustled a laugh from his chest. “If you get any more perfect, you’ll kill me.” Drawing her close, he kissed her, and the trace of his salt on her lips made him harden with shocking speed. “I haven’t yet returned the favor.”

Her cheeks grew even pinker. “You needn’t. I enjoyed that as much as you did.”

“I’m certain that’s not possible.”

“I wanted to give you something special. And you let me.” She caressed his jaw. “That is a gift in itself.”

The tenderness in her eyes, her touch, swamped him with pleasure. Relax and enjoy this. She’s different. Not like the others.

At the same time, inexplicable panic surged. Don’t let her see who you really are. Don’t make the same mistakes. Stay in control.

“Thank you,” he managed. “Your gift was as unique as you are.”

A grin tucked into her cheeks. “I’ll take that as a compliment, Your Grace.”




***











CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




The next morning found Emma in the carriage with her brother. They were on their way to Silas Webb’s tenement in Whitechapel, and the very fact that she’d been included on the excursion filled her with happiness.

“Thank you for bringing me along, Ambrose,” she said.

Her brother shifted his gaze from the window to her. “I’m still not certain that it was a good idea. But I seem to have little choice about it.”

Guilt needled her insides. She’d campaigned rather fiercely to be included. “Ambrose, I—”

“I cannot very well exclude our most successful investigator from the case, can I?”

It took a moment for his words to sink in. For her to recognize the faint smile in his golden eyes. “Do you mean that? Truly?” she said.

“I can’t deny the facts, Em. You got information from Strathaven’s maids and those theatre folk that I could not. You are undoubtedly skilled.”

Joy bubbled through her. “Thank you, Ambrose.”

“You’re welcome.” His smile faded a little. “I want you to know, however, that it was never your ability that I doubted. I’ve always known how capable you are, Emma.”

“If you’re worried because of the danger, I’ll take every precaution—”

“Even if you do, I’ll always be concerned. I can’t help it. I’m your brother.” Ambrose studied the pleat on his trousers. “The truth is there’s another reason as well.”

“Because it’s not proper for a female to be an investigator?” she guessed.

Her brother gave her a wry look. “When has a Kent ever cared about convention?”

He had a point.

“What is it then?” she asked.

“Do you recall the time you came to London on your own? When the cottage caught fire, Father was ill, the family was about to be evicted, and you somehow made it here to get help?”

“I remember.” How could she forget? It had been an adventure, terrifying and thrilling. “But why do you bring it up now?”

“You were only sixteen, Em. You should never have gone through that.”

His quiet vehemence startled her.

“It couldn’t be helped,” she said. “I did what needed to be done.”

“Had I earned a better living, been able to take better care of the family, you would have been spared that ordeal.” His jaw clenched. “It was my job to protect all of you.”

Looking at her brother’s face, she saw how genuinely earnest he was.

“You did everything you could,” she protested. “You were working yourself to the bone to support us all. Ambrose, you cannot possibly blame yourself.”

“Marianne tells me the same. Logically, perhaps it is true. But here,”—he placed a hand over his heart—“here I’ll always wish that I’d done better. Especially for you, Em.”

Her throat thickened. She’d had no idea that her brother had carried this burden.

“This is why I want you to have the freedoms, the choices you missed out on as a girl,” he said quietly. “I want you to be happy.”

“I am,” she said tremulously.

Her brother hesitated. “With Strathaven?”

She nodded.

He sighed. “I cannot say I like the man, but I will admit that I may have misjudged him in one regard. The other night, he risked his own life to save McLeod.”

When Ambrose went on to describe Alaric’s heroics during the capture of Palmer, it didn’t surprise Emma one bit. Nor did the fact that Alaric had made no mention to her of his own valiant behavior. One of her father’s sayings echoed in her head.

Virtue doesn’t call attention to itself; it is its own reward.

“Strathaven is a good man,” she said when her brother finished, “but a little complicated.”

“A little?”

Tentatively, she said, “Do you think you could bring yourself to like him?”

“Does it matter?”

“I want you to like him. To like each other,” she admitted.

A pause.

“If that is what will make you happy, then yes, Emma,” Ambrose said gently. “I will try.”

Her heart swelled. “You see, big brother? You’ve always done your best by us. By me.”

Ambrose gave a gruff nod, and she caught the sheen in his eyes before he turned back to the window.

Soon thereafter, they arrived in a part of town she’d never visited before. As they drove through the Whitechapel slums, her heart constricted at the weary resignation she saw on the sooty faces of women and babes dressed in rags. Their carriage stopped in front of dingy tenements, and they were met by Alaric, Mr. McLeod, and a coterie of guards.

Alaric bowed to her, his gaze as possessive as any touch.

“Hello, Miss Kent,” he murmured. “Recovered from your adventure last night?”

She knew that he referred not to the ball itself but what had transpired in the gallery.

“As a matter of fact,” she said, “I feel quite invigorated.”

His lips curved.

“We’ve scouted the place,” Mr. McLeod said brusquely, “and secured the perimeter. We can start questioning the neighbors. Miss Kent, Cooper and I will escort you.”

“As will I,” Alaric said.

Knowing the brothers’ combative relationship, Emma winced at Alaric’s peremptory tone. To her surprise, however, Mr. McLeod’s face split in a grin.

“Never thought I’d see the day. Ach, but you’re a McLeod through and through, brother.”

Alaric gave him a stony stare. “Meaning?”

“Meaning we Scotsmen stake our territory and don’t give up what’s ours.” Mr. McLeod buffeted his brother in the shoulder with enough force to knock any other man off his feet.

Although Alaric didn’t budge, color washed over his high cheekbones.

“If you’re done flapping your lips, Peregrine, let’s get on with it,” he muttered.

“Gladly, Your Grace.” Mr. McLeod was still grinning.

Emma marveled at the lighthearted banter. Recalling what Ambrose had told her in the carriage, she wondered if Alaric’s selfless act had triggered the healing of old wounds.

“Miss Kent?” Alaric offered his arm.

As they moved toward the tenements, she murmured, “Are things all right? With you and Mr. McLeod, I mean?”

Alaric hesitated. In a low, bemused voice, he said, “Aye. I think they may finally be.”

The team split into several groups, going door to door through the tenements. The most common response to their enquiries was a suspicious glare, accompanied by some variation of, “I mind me own business and don’t know nothin’.” A few inhabitants spouted tales that were obviously fabricated, based on a desire for reward money rather than reality. And no one seemed surprised or concerned by the fact that one of their neighbors had been found dead.

After an hour of fruitless canvassing, Emma found herself back on the first floor by Webb’s apartment. She idly surveyed the dusty street. The other side was almost a mirror image of the one she was standing on, with tenements directly across the way. A movement caught her eye: laundry fluttering on a line, the whiteness of the linen a stark contrast to the dirty exterior of the building.

On a hunch, she put a hand on Alaric’s sleeve. “Let’s go over there. To the tenement with the clean laundry.”

“See something, pet?” he said. 

“Call it an intuition.”

“That’s more than anything else we’ve got thus far,” he said wryly.

Accompanied by Ambrose and Mr. McLeod, they went over and knocked. From within came the squeals of children and a dog barking, the scent of simmering food. A minute later, the door opened, revealing a sturdy matron with rosy cheeks and clothes that were old and darned but washed and pressed. Her cap sat neatly atop salt and pepper curls.

“Whate’er you’re peddlin’, I ain’t buyin’,” she said.

“Pardon, ma’am.” Ambrose doffed his hat. “We’re investigators looking into a matter concerning a man who lived across the street—”

“Don’t know ’im, an’ don’t want to know ’im. Now I got a pepper pot o’er the fire an’ no time for palaverin’—”

“Excuse me, ma’am.” Nudging her way forward, Emma dropped a curtsy. “My name is Miss Kent. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking to?”

“Mrs. Gibney’s the name,” the woman said reluctantly.

“We’ll only take a few minutes of your time. And I’d be happy to compensate you for it,” Emma said. “If you’d rather, I can come in and talk with you while you attend to the stew. The gentlemen can wait outside.”

The woman frowned, but her gaze went to Emma’s reticule. “Compensate?”

“Say, five pounds?” Emma said.

The woman’s eyes grew big. “How do I know you’re not pullin’ my leg?”

Opening her reticule, Emma counted out five sovereigns and offered them. “Here you go. Now may I come in?”

“You’re supposed to give the money after you receive the information,” Mr. McLeod muttered from behind her.

The woman, who had stretched her hand toward the money, now snatched it away as if burned. Glaring at the Scotsman, she said, “I ain’t a thief. If that’s what you’re suggestin’, you can take your blunt an’—”

“No one’s suggesting such a thing, Mrs. Gibney,” Emma said quickly. “The money is for your time, fair and square. Please take it.”

Finally, the woman relented. Pocketing the coins in her apron, she waved Emma inside.

Alaric followed.

Mrs. Gibney blocked his path. “The miss said only she was to come in.”

“I’m not leaving her alone,” Alaric said. “Kindly step aside, madam.”

Something in his tone made even the assertive matron back down. The three of them entered the cramped space, which consisted of one main room where a tangle of children were playing with a puppy. Despite its small size, Emma noted how lovingly the home was kept and how clean and well-nourished the little ones were. A cracked vase of wildflowers and herbs adorned an all-purpose table on which fresh vegetables lay ready for chopping.

All of this fit with what she’d deduced about Mrs. Gibney. This was a proud, hard-working woman, one who might not trust strangers, but who would not lie to them. One who believed cleanliness was next to Godliness—and if the whiteness of her linens was any indication, that meant she had to be out of doors often, hanging up and taking down the laundry before it got dirty again from the sooty air and muck from the streets.

Ergo, this would put Mrs. Gibney in frequent, front and center view of Silas Webb’s dwelling.

“Who’re they, Ma?” A boy of six or seven trotted up to them.

“Mind your manners, Tommy,” Mrs. Gibney scolded.

“I’m Miss Kent,” Emma said, smiling at the child, “and this is the Duke of Strathaven.”

“A duke? In our ’ouse? Pull me other leg, miss,” Tommy scoffed, “it’s shorter.”

“Manners,” his mother said. “Go play with your brothers and sisters or start scrubbin’ the chamber pots—’tis your choice.”

Tommy scampered off to the former option.

“You have lovely children,” Emma said sincerely, “and keep a lovely home.”

“It ain’t Carleton House,” Mrs. Gibney snorted, “but it’ll do.” She went to the hearth, stirred the black iron pot over the fire. “Now what do you want to ask me?”

Emma gestured at the vegetables on the chopping board. “Shall I?”

The matron shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Aware of Alaric’s amused regard, Emma began to deftly slice the carrots and onions. “A man was found dead across the street,” she said. “His name was Silas Webb.”

“Don’t know ’im.”

“Perhaps not by name,” Emma acknowledged, “but he lived just across the way. In the tenement that directly faces yours.”

Mrs. Gibney said nothing and continued stirring.

“We’re looking for any information about him—in particular, any associates he might have had.” Emma started on the potatoes. “Webb was a villain, you see. He attempted twice to murder Strathaven here.”

Mrs. Gibney’s eyebrows inched toward her cap. “Murder, you say?”

“Aye,” Alaric said.

“Anything you might have noticed would be helpful. A man’s life is at stake,” Emma said.

Mrs. Gibney set her spoon down on the table. “Perhaps I did see a man visit there once.”

Emma’s nape tingled. “Yes?”

“Little o’er a week, it was. I was puttin’ up the washing, and a carriage drives up. A fine one like ’is.” Mrs. Gibney jerked her chin at Alaric—proving Emma’s theory that the matron didn’t miss much.

“Could you describe the carriage? Did it have any special markings?” Emma asked.

“It was black and shiny, that’s all I recall. A cart ’ad o’er turned that day, blockin’ the other side o’ the street, so the driver parked right in front o’ me place. Blocked out the sun, ’e did, and what was I supposed to do with all me wet things an’ no sun to dry ’em? Driver took no notice, o’ course.” Mrs. Gibney chuffed with indignation. “Just said to me, Be off—as if I should leave me own ’ome so that Lord So-and-So could do ’is business in a public thoroughfare.”

“Did you get the gentleman’s name?” Emma said eagerly.

Mrs. Gibney shook her head. “But I didn’t trust that driver worth a farthin’. Kept me eye on the carriage from me door—an’ that’s when I saw a man come runnin’ across the street. From that tenement you mentioned.”

“What did the man look like?” Alaric said tersely.

“Short. Black ’air, meat on ’is bones. An’ spectacles.”

“Silas Webb,” Alaric confirmed.

Trying to contain her excitement, Emma said, “What else did you see, Mrs. Gibney?”

“Well, the carriage door opened, an’ I think the nob inside ’ad yellow ’air—but I only got a glimpse, mind you, before that Webb fellow climbed right in an’ shut the door. The curtains were pulled so I didn’t see what they were up to. ’Bout ten minutes later, Webb comes out, and I ’ear ’im say,”—Mrs. Gibney’s forehead scrunched—“I’ll take care o’ Palmer. You handle Billings.”

Emma could scarcely breathe as pieces of the puzzle fell together. Palmer. Billings.

“That Webb fellow went back to ’is place an’ the carriage took off wif the nob inside.” Mrs. Gibney gave a decisive nod. “I ain’t got more to say than that.”

“You’ve been incredibly helpful, Mrs. Gibney,” Emma said. “Thank you.”

Shrugging, the matron peered over at the vegetables that Emma had prepared. “Thank you, missy. That’s as fine a chopping job as any.”

Alaric came forward and discreetly deposited a banknote on the table.

With a bow, he said, “Thank you for your time, madam.”

“Already paid me for it. We Gibneys don’t need charity.” It was a measure of the woman’s pride that she didn’t even glance at the amount of the bill.

Emma did, however, and her heart swelled at Alaric’s generosity.

“It’s a gift, Mrs. Gibney. For the little ones,” she said. 

The matron hesitated, then gave a gruff nod. “I thank ye, then.”

Outside, Alaric and she were met immediately by the others.

“Well?” Mr. McLeod said. “Did you learn anything?”

“Indeed, thanks to Miss Kent’s ingenuity. Let’s talk in private,” Alaric said.

Once the four of them were inside the carriage, Emma blurted, “We have a new lead. Mrs. Gibney saw Silas Webb with a gentleman—blond, she thinks. She overheard Webb say that he would take care of the business with the shooter while our mystery man was to deal with Billings.”

“What sort of billings? Is our murderer a man of business?” Mr. McLeod said, his brow furrowing.

Emma frowned—then she understood. “I don’t think he was referring to the settling of accounts but to a person. Someone by the name of Billings.”

“What draws you to that conclusion, Em?” Ambrose said.

She told them about meeting Gabby Billings at last night’s ball. “It could be a coincidence, of course, but Gabby did mention that her father was a banker. And that she had been invited to the Blackwoods through some influential patron who owed her father a rather large favor.” As possibilities tumbled through her head, Emma bit her lip. “I do hope Gabby’s father isn’t mixed up in this. She’s a lovely girl.”

“’Tis as you always say, Kent,” Mr. McLeod said. “Follow the money.”

“Let us pay the banker a visit,” Alaric said. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Billings Bank was located on a small lane a convenient distance from the Bank of England and the ’Change. The squat, grey stone building was unprepossessing, as if designed to be overlooked. As Alaric entered with the others, however, he saw the affluence of the interior. Fine furnishings clustered around a marble hearth, and an ornate bronze chandelier bathed the reception area in a luxurious glow. Beyond, Alaric saw a carpeted corridor leading to a suite of private offices.

A uniformed clerk hurried over and inquired about their business.

“We’re here to see Billings,” Kent said.

“Do you have an appointment, sir?”

“Tell him that the Duke of Strathaven wishes a word,” Alaric said.

“Yes, Your Grace. Very good. Please have a seat,”—the clerk gestured to the waiting area, bowing low—“while I let Mr. Billings know that you are here.”

Alaric accompanied Emma to a chair. He remained standing, casually assessing the other patrons. Billings clearly catered to rich clientele of a certain class—specifically, the underclass. Though the other clients were dressed in expensive garb, their ruthless expressions and armed guards suggested that they’d earned their wealth the hard way and would do what was necessary to keep it.

The clerk hurried back and announced that Mr. Billings was ready to see them. The suite they entered was spacious, outfitted in mahogany and shades of burgundy. Billings rose from his desk; short and wiry, he had dark, keen eyes and sharp features. His expression was politely smooth, his accent polished.

“Welcome to my humble establishment.” He waved them into the seats facing him. “Tea?”

“Thank you, no,” Alaric said. “We’ve come on an urgent matter.”

“Indeed? I’m not sure how I can be of assistance.”

“We need information on one of your clients,” Kent said.

Billings’ gaze flickered; other than that, he remained perfectly composed. “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to discuss my clients. We at Billings pride ourselves on the utmost discretion and confidentiality. I’m sure you understand.”

“And I’m sure you understand that if you don’t talk to us now you’ll find yourself in bluidy Newgate,” Will said.

“On what charge?”

“As an accomplice to murder,” Kent said.

“That’s absurd.” Billings’ laugh was brittle. “I’m not involved in any murder.”

“You may not be, Mr. Billings, but I think you know someone who is.” Emma’s gentle yet firm tones drew the banker’s attention. “I met your daughter at the Blackwood ball.”

“Gabriella?” The banker’s countenance darkened. “What does she have to do with this?”

“She told me that one of your clients sponsored her to the affair. A rich and influential gentleman who owed you a large favor.” Emma paused. “We need to know the identity of that man. We believe that he may be involved in the assassination attempts on His Grace.”

“My business was built on the precept of confidentiality. I have a reputation to protect,” Billings said stiffly. “The clients who seek me out—let us say they are not the most forgiving of men.”

Alaric had enough of beating around the bush.

“Neither am I, Billings,” he said with cool menace. “Tell me who this bastard is, or I will use my power and influence to ruin you. I will take this bank apart brick by brick. I am not an enemy you wish to make.”

The banker’s eyes darted like a pendulum as he made internal calculations.

“I will tell you,” he said with clear reluctance, “but you didn’t hear it from me.”

“Spit it out, man,” Will growled.

“Lord Mercer,” the banker said. “He was the one who owed me a favor.”

Alaric’s stomach clenched. Goddamnit—the bloody fop was behind all this? 

“What did you do for Mercer?” he demanded.

“About five months ago, he came to me. He asked me to broker a deal for him.” The banker straightened a pen on his desk. “It involved stock in United Mining.”

“Didn’t you take over the venture around that time?” Will asked Alaric.

Alaric gave a terse nod. “Why would Mercer want to kill me? If he bought shares, I’ve made him rich since I took the helm. After the expansion vote goes through, he stands to make a mint.”

“Well, that’s just it, you see. Mercer didn’t bet on the price of stock going up—he wagered on it going down.”

Comprehension sent ice floes through Alaric’s veins.

Of course. The sneaky, brilliant bastard.

“I don’t understand,” Emma said, her brow pleating.

The banker set about explaining in the pedantic tones of a schoolmaster.

“Mercer and I entered into an arrangement wherein he ‘sold’ shares to me and I paid him the selling rate at the time. In other words, I gave him money for shares he did not yet own, and in return, he signed a promissory note to present me with the actual shares within a specified timeframe—with an extra percentage added, of course. Do you follow?” Billings said.

Emma nodded.

“This happened a few weeks before Strathaven formed the venture. At the time, United Mining was a sinking ship,” the banker went on. “Mercer was certain that the price of the stock would continue to go down so he planned to use the money I gave him to purchase actual stock later, when the prices had fallen even further. In that way, he could pocket the difference and replenish his fortunes.”

“But then I took over and the prices went up,” Alaric said, “which means Mercer has been falling deeper and deeper into debt.”

“Precisely. Lord Mercer has managed to hide the fact that he’s in Dun territory up until this point, but now?” Billings shrugged. “He’s utterly on the rocks. And per our contract he is obligated to provide me with the actual stock certificates by the end of the next fortnight.”

“How much does Mercer owe you?” Kent said.

“At today’s price of United shares, approximately thirty thousand pounds,” Billings said. “That’s to say nothing of when United’s expansion vote goes through. From the talk I’ve heard, the stock prices will go through the roof. Mercer’s debt—it will be astronomical.”

“And you’ll have made yourself a tidy profit,” Alaric said.

Billings didn’t bat an eyelash.

“Mercer thought that if he did away with Strathaven, United would fail once more,” Will reasoned grimly, “and all his financial troubles would be over. It’s definitely motive for murder.”

“I know nothing about that. I’m just a banker,” Billings said.

“But you’re not surprised, are you, that Mercer would resort to killing a man?” Kent said.

Billings’ lips formed a hyphen.

“Do you know Silas Webb and his connection to Lord Mercer?” Emma asked.

Despite the heinous revelations, Alaric felt his lips quirk at her shrewdness. She might look like a pretty miss with her glossy curls and big brown eyes, but his Emma never missed a step.

“Mr. Webb accompanied Lord Mercer to one of his appointments here,” Billings said. “He didn’t say much, but I believe they are business partners.”

“They were partners,” Alaric said. “Webb is dead.”

“Dead?” the banker said.

“Shot through the head. Aye,” Will said, “that is how Mercer thanks his associates.”

“I can take care of myself.” Billings flicked a piece of lint off his sleeve. “I’m an important man to important men, and my clients—they don’t like losing their deposits to a thief. If Mercer reneges on his debt, half of the underworld will be out for his blood.”
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In the carriage, Emma said, “That Mr. Billings wasn’t a very nice man, was he? Strange, because his daughter was lovely. I hope Gabby doesn’t land in hot water because of all this.”

Frowning, she wondered if she should try to send Gabby a note.

“Aye, I would not use nice to describe the banker extraordinaire to the underworld.” Mr. McLeod snorted. “No wonder Mercer’s on the run. If we don’t find him, Billings’ cutthroat clients will.”

“Where will we look next? Lord Mercer’s residence?” Emma said.

“If by we you are referring to Will, Kent, and me, then yes,” Alaric said. “You, however, are going home.”

“What?” she said indignantly. “We’ve discovered the murderer. I’m not leaving now, in the middle of an investigation.”

“My rules, pet. You agreed to them.”

At his autocratic tone, she stiffened, ready to argue, but he cupped her chin in his gloved hand.

“You have been a great help.” His husky words sent waves of delight through her. “But I will not risk anything happening to you. What remains is dangerous business, and I cannot afford to be distracted by my concern for your safety.”

She chewed on her lip. Blast it, he was…right. Her physical prowess was no match for the brutal, murderous strength of men like Mercer. The last thing she wanted was to compromise the mission.

Swallowing, she said, “What about your safety? That of Ambrose and Mr. McLeod?”

“We’ll be armed and have guards with us,” he said. “We’ll be fine.”

“Strathaven’s right.” This came from her brother, who’d been quietly watching the interplay. “You can help best by being with the family.”

“Don’t worry, lass,” Mr. McLeod added, winking, “I’ll look after your duke.”

Emma blushed. “I hope you will all look after each other.”

Alaric drew the back of his hand across her cheek, the gesture so casually tender that her chest hurt with all the love she felt for him.

“This will soon be over and then you’ll give me your answer about our future.” Though his words were cool, peremptory, she heard the yearning beneath. “Promise me, Emma.”

How could she resist those pale irises gleaming with intensity and raw need? He made her feel as if she were the only woman in the world for him—as he was the only man for her.

Her certainty blazed like a bright star. She knew what her answer would be.

“I promise,” she said. “Be safe. I’ll be here. Waiting for you.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




“That bastard Mercer has more brains than I gave him credit for.” Will stabbed his knife into the roasted pheasant, cut off a chunk, and chewed vigorously. "I can’t believe he managed to elude us all bluidy day.”

Alaric had to agree—Mercer was diabolically gifted at evasion. Somehow the blighter had gotten wind that the game was up, and he’d taken off like a hunted fox. Alaric, Will, and a team of constables and guards had tracked the earl to his residence, clubs, even a bawdy house he was known to frequent; he’d remained one step ahead and just out of reach.

With his usual efficiency, Kent had organized teams to keep up the search for Mercer around the clock. After twelve hours, Alaric had reluctantly conceded that respite was in order. Will had insisted on escorting him home, which had led to Alaric inviting his brother in for a late supper.

To his surprise, Will had accepted.

Now the two of them were seated in the dining room at one end of the long table. Will had slung his jacket and cravat over the back of his chair and looked perfectly at home. The two of them were eating and talking…generally acting like normal brothers might.

It was altogether odd.

And…not unpleasant. 

Alaric sampled the chestnut stuffing, found it moist and flavorful. He attributed that both to his French chef’s talent and the fact that chasing down killers apparently piqued one’s appetite.

“Where do you think Mercer will go next?” he said.

Will washed down his food with a swig of wine. “I suspect he’ll try for safer shores. Gut tells me France. He’s a nob after all, and they like to dock there.”

“According to Kent, you’ve got the most accurate gut in the business.”

Will dropped his fork, clutched his brawny chest. “Sweet Child of Mary, was that a compliment from His Grace?”

Alaric’s lips quirked. As a boy, Will had been playful and irreverent; apparently, he’d never outgrown those tendencies.

“Your buffoonery offends the ducal presence,” Alaric said with mock hauteur. 

Grinning, Will picked up his silver. “The ducal presence better grow a thicker skin if he’s so easily offended.”

“The ducal heir better get ready for a pummeling if he continues with this baiting.”

“As if you could pummel me.” Will shoveled in a forkful of asparagus à l’amande. Chewing, he said, “Ach, this is good, isn’t it?”

“The French know their cuisine.”

“I don’t mean the asparagus—I mean the two of us. Supping together. Talking instead of being at each other’s throats.”

Habit put a sardonic reply on Alaric’s tongue. Instead, he said, “Aye, ’tis a welcome change.”

Will paused, his hand on his wine glass. “I believe I owe you an apology, brother. I misjudged you.” His chest heaved on a breath. “All these years, I’ve blamed you for denying me sanctuary when instead you were…protecting me.”

The sincerity in his brother’s brown eyes put Alaric at a momentary loss for words.

“You don’t owe me anything,” he said finally. “Not after Laura.”

To his surprise, Will merely shrugged. “I’m not so certain that wasn’t Fate intervening. After all, I ended up with the lass of my dreams. Couldn’t imagine being happier than I am with my Bella and our bairns.”

Will seemed to have no lingering animosity over Laura, his acceptance of the past genuine. Seeing that, Alaric felt a shifting inside himself: ’twas as if a boil had been lanced, the festering guilt draining free. His next breath came easier for it, his entire being somehow...lighter.

Leaning back in his chair, he mused, “Will the calf love ever end? In all my life, I’ve never seen a man so happy to be leg-shackled.”

Will gave him a sly grin. “Well, you have seen my lass—what do you think?”

“That you are one lucky bastard,” Alaric said sincerely. 

“Aye, I am. Then again, it seems Fortune smiles upon the McLeod brothers when it comes to women. You’ve found yourself a fine, spirited lass, eh?”

Heat crept up Alaric’s jaw, and a foreign feeling puffed up his chest.

Pride.

When he thought of Emma’s plucky determination, her warmth and intelligence, he was astounded that he’d found her. She would make him a fine duchess, provide him with beautiful, feisty children and create a stable, caring home for them all.

As long as you don’t bollix things up.

He pushed aside the doubt that had been plaguing him since the steamy interlude in the gallery. He told himself that such concern was natural seeing as how he was facing the prospect of marriage once again. But this was Emma, not Laura. And this time he knew what he was up against—what he was and wasn’t capable of.

He’d been clear with Emma. She wouldn’t expect his love.

Wouldn’t expect him to be more than he was.

They would have passion and laughter, even affection. After the debacle of his first marriage, it was more than he expected to find with any woman. He wanted his ring on Emma’s finger as soon as possible.

“When this business with Mercer is done, I’m going to marry her,” he said.

Will gave a knowing nod. “Don’t worry, we’ll find the bastard soon. With Kent tapping his old Thames River Police cronies to help scour the ports, we’ve got tabs on the water routes—”

A commotion outside the dining room cut him off. Jarvis entered with unusual haste.

At the unflappable butler’s ruffled expression, Alaric frowned. “What is it?”

“Your Grace, you have a visitor…”

“I’m not a visitor, you old fool,” said soft, imperious tones. “I am family.”

Alaric shot to his feet, Will following his lead.

A diminutive figure dressed in a brown velvet travelling ensemble entered the room. Beneath the brim of the feathered leghorn hat, her bright blue eyes latched onto him. She gestured him over with a regal wave.

When she held out her hand, Alaric bowed over it out of habit. He kissed the translucent, veined skin above her large carnelian ring.

“My dearest boy,” she said, sounding out of breath, “I’ve heard all the news, and I could stay away no longer. In fact, I would have been here earlier had it not been for a broken axel. Such inconvenient things, carriage wheels. Now are you well? Have you been ill? I’ve brought the medicines—”

“I’m fine, Your Grace.” Recovering from the shock of her sudden arrival, he said, “I don’t believe you’ve met my brother.”

“Your brother?” Her gaze swept over Will, lingering on his open collar and shirtsleeves, before returning to Alaric. Sotto voce she said, “Not much of a family resemblance is there, my dear? But I suppose all McLeods are not created equal. Different stock, you know.”

Will turned ruddy. 

“Since William and I share a father, we are from the same stock,” Alaric said tightly.

Her blue eyes shimmered. “Oh dear. I’ve thought of you as my own for so long that sometimes I forget. Forgive me?”

The familiar mix of guilt and annoyance knotted his insides. Reminded him acutely of the failings Laura had accused him of. For despite all that he owed the lady before him, he’d never been able to feel more than gratitude toward her. A sense of obligation.

“There is nothing to forgive,” he said curtly. “May I present to you Mr. William McLeod? Will, say hello to Lady Patrice, the Dowager Duchess of Strathaven.”
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An hour later, Patrice finally went upstairs to bed, leaving Alaric to bid goodnight to Will.

In the foyer, Will said in a low voice, “She’s quite an, ahem, interesting lady, your aunt.”

“She’s your aunt, too,” Alaric said irritably.

“Right.” Will cleared his throat. “Is she always this…full of energy?”

“Hysterics are part of her daily regimen.” The minute Alaric said it, shame tugged at him. “She means well,” he amended. “During the years when I was ill, she cared for me as if I were her own. Nursed me day and night.”

Then why don’t I feel true affection for her?

Laura was right about one thing: I am a coldhearted bastard.

“Can’t blame her for worrying after you, I suppose.” Pausing, Will said, “You have enough on your plate as it is, what with Mercer still on the loose. How do you plan to manage her as well?”

Alaric’s temples throbbed just thinking about it. In spite of the lateness, Lady Patrice had insisted on summoning the housekeeper to review the week’s menus; she’d wanted to ensure that the meals suited his delicate constitution. Then she’d directed two maids to change his old bedclothes to the new ones she’d brought because Scottish flannel would help him sleep better. She’d had those same blurry-eyed maids search through her mountain of luggage to locate a satchel of white sage. Apparently, some quack had sold it to her, claiming that burning the herb would ward off evil and keep Alaric safe.

As usual, she brushed off his objections by simply ignoring them. Or growing tearful.

Obligation or not, one hour in her presence was already driving him mad. With the hunt for Mercer, he had enough to contend with. The last thing he wanted was to deal with an anxious, overbearing dowager.

Then it struck him. He wouldn’t have to deal with Patrice. 

Because he’d found someone else perfectly suited for the task.

“We’ll rendezvous at Kent’s tomorrow morning,” he said. “I have a plan.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY




“You want me to entertain your aunt?” Emma said.

“Just for a few hours.” Alaric put on his most charming smile. “It’ll be good for you to get to know the old girl. You talk about the importance of family, after all. Don’t you wish to be acquainted with mine?”

They were in a private parlor of the Kents’ townhouse. Alaric had arrived moments before and asked to speak with Emma in private. The door was open, Mrs. Kent just outside. Which was unfortunate because Emma looked delectable in dotted muslin trimmed with lavender ribbon. She reminded him of a bonbon, and he would have dearly liked to savor every bit of her. Instead, he’d had to settle for a quick kiss that only made him hungry for more.

Time for that later, he told himself. Deal with the problem at hand—or, rather, the one waiting in the carriage.

“I’ve never had tea with a duchess before.” Emma nibbled on her lip. “What if I say or do something wrong?”

“Just be yourself. You’re perfect.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “Why are you pouring on the butter boat?”

“It is the truth.” Taking her hand, he played his trump card. “It would relieve my mind, pet, knowing that Lady Patrice is here with you. Until we hunt Mercer down, I need to know that the ones I care about are guarded and safe. It will allow me to focus on catching the villain.”

“I’ll take care of your aunt,” Emma said instantly. “You can entrust her to me.”

“Thank you, sweeting.” He paused; in all good conscience, he couldn’t leave without tipping his hand a little. “You recall I had a digestive illness in my youth?”

“You mentioned it when we were talking about the family who ate the poisoned mushrooms.” Emma tilted her head. “Why do you bring it up now?”

“At times, the disease was quite debilitating, and Aunt Patrice devoted herself to my care. Tirelessly. I owe her more than I can say.” Treading with care, he said, “She is, however, possessed of a...nervous disposition. She can be rather lively.”

“Livelier than a bunch of Kents? I doubt it. Don’t worry about a thing.”

Her nonchalance relieved him. Curling his finger beneath her chin, he said, “I knew you were the one for the job, pet.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather help hunt down Mercer than be a nanny for your aunt.”

“That wasn’t the job I was referring to.”

“Which one, then?”

“The one of being my duchess. You are going to take me on, aren’t you?” he murmured. “I find that I cannot wait to have your answer.”

Her eyes were so clear that he could read his future in those tea-colored depths. His breath held in anticipation. To be so close to what he wanted...

“Yes, Alaric,” she said. “I will marry you.”

A feeling flooded him like sunlight. It took him an instant to recognize it as...happiness.

“Thank you,” he said hoarsely.

He was about to draw her into his arms when Mrs. Kent’s discreet voice came through the open door. “Ahem. Her Grace got tired of waiting in the carriage. She’s in the drawing room.”

“We’ll be right there,” Emma called. To him, she said in hushed tones, “Let’s not share our news just yet. We must not distract everyone from the business at hand.”

He wanted to shout it from the rooftops…which was as embarrassing as it was absurd. What had happened to his much vaunted self-control?

Begin as you mean to go on. Discipline yourself. Don’t make the same mistakes.

“As you wish,” he said with a bow.

When they entered the drawing room, Aunt Patrice was perched upon a curricle chair, her hands folded upon her tan skirts. Tea sat untouched in a cup next to her. Her eyes went from him to Emma, and her brows inched toward her beige turban.

“Is this who you kept me waiting for, dear boy?” she said. “Well, don’t dally. Introduce us.”

“May I present Miss Emma Kent?” he said.

Emma curtsied. “Good morning, Your Grace.”

“Prettily done,” Aunt Patrice approved. “I’ve always said that manner is more important than a title. And your maturity is so refreshing,” she added in conspiratorial tones, “for chits fresh out of the schoolroom can be a dreadful bore.”

“Thank you.” A line appeared between Emma’s brows. “I think.”

Alaric coughed into his fist and thanked his lucky stars when Will and Kent strode in. After the men paid their respects to the ladies, he said, “Where shall we start today?”

“Just heard from Cooper,” Will said. “He’s tracked down one of Mercer’s who—” He cut himself off suddenly, darting a look at Patrice. “One of his, er, female acquaintances, I mean. She may have some information.”

“Excellent,” Kent said. “Let’s start there.”

“Strathaven, I had better accompany you,” his aunt interrupted. “With your delicate health, you need someone to look after you—”

“I will be fine. You must stay here and visit with the ladies.”

“But surely I could—”

“I should enjoy chatting with you, Your Grace,” Emma said. “I am curious to learn more about Scotland and the home that Strathaven grew up in. Please, won’t you keep us company?”

Patrice looked from him to Emma. Gave a reluctant nod.

“Thank you, Aunt,” Alaric said with satisfaction.

He kissed Patrice on the cheek and took Emma’s hand.

“I’ll see you soon,” he said. “Take care, pet, and don’t get into trouble.”

“That goes double for you,” she said.
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“She’s an odd duck, isn’t she?” Violet whispered.

Standing by the sideboard with her sisters, Emma shot a worried glance at the dowager. Luckily, Lady Patrice was chattering away feverishly with Marianne and didn’t seem to have overheard.

“Alaric says his aunt is a bit high strung,” Emma replied in hushed tones. “But she’s a good sort and looked after him when he was a boy.”

“I’m sure she’s just anxious about the men’s mission,” Thea said softly. “As we all are.”

Vi snorted, piling an assortment of cheeses and sliced meats on her plate. “She’s a bit high strung? She makes the horses at the Ascot seem sedate by comparison.”

Emma had to admit Lady Patrice’s conversation was an unending ricochet, a fusillade of words that bounced from topic to topic with no apparent connection. Seeing Marianne discreetly hide a yawn, Emma felt a prickle of guilt. Little Edward’s nightmares had kept his mama up last night, and Marianne showed signs of being peaked, which was unusual for her.

Going over, Emma said, “Marianne, don’t you have an appointment this afternoon?”

Marianne’s emerald eyes lit up. “My…appointment. Yes. I nearly forgot.” 

“Don’t let me keep you, Mrs. Kent,” Lady Patrice said generously. “The girls can keep me company. I’ve yet to talk about Strathmore Castle, which Miss Emma has expressed interest in.”

As Marianne made a graceful exit, she paused behind their guest. She mouthed to Emma, Thank you. Emma managed a discreet wink in reply.

“Now what would you like to know about Strathmore?” Lady Patrice said.

“Is it really a castle?” Vi said, popping cheese into her mouth.

“Indeed. It has grand towers and turrets, a magnificent crenellated profile, not to mention a lovely drawbridge,” the dowager said proudly.

Emma tried to think back to her father’s history lessons, when he’d taught them about the tumultuous relationship between the English and the Scots. “Was it built as a fortress to defend against border invasions?” she asked.

“No, my dear. It’s not that kind of a castle.”

“Oh. What other kind is there?”

Lady Patrice’s azure eyes blinked at her. “Well, the kind that looks lovely, of course. Strathmore embodies the majesty of a bygone era and was designed by one of the foremost architects of the Romantic Revival.”

“It’s a…fake castle?” Vi said.

“Young lady, there is nothing fake about Strathmore.” The lace on the dowager’s bosom quivered. “The papa of my own dear duke spent a king’s ransom building it. It is the noblest house in the county—I daresay in all of Scotland.”

Vi looked unimpressed. “But there haven’t been any sieges there? No battles or bloodshed?”

Thea nudged her. “Your home sounds very grand, Your Grace.”

“I can’t expect you to understand,” the dowager sniffed. “Coming from Chuffy Creek…”

“Chudleigh Crest,” Emma said. “It’s a small village in Berkshire.”

“Yes, well, you can’t be blamed for not comprehending the grandeur and sophistication of our family seat. Not everyone can understand—unlike my dear Alaric.” The storm left her eyes as suddenly as it had come, replaced by a misty, faraway look. “He took to life at Strathmore like a fish to water. He adored it at first sight, and well he should: ’tis in his blood, after all. Coming to my dear duke and I—well, it was like coming home.”

“It was kind of you to take Strathaven in,” Emma ventured.

“It was my husband’s idea. He knew how terribly I missed our son and wanted to give me comfort.” Lady Patrice’s bottom lip quivered. “Alaric filled a void in our lives—and, I like to think, we in his. He suffered a grave illness, you know, and I nursed him through it.”

“He speaks of your great care and devotion to him,” Emma said sincerely.

The dowager gave her a beatific smile. “Does he?”

“Most definitely.”

“I do worry about him. His health. And now this murder business.” In a sudden blur of motion, Lady Patrice rose to her feet and began to pace. “I wonder how he is. I should not have let him go alone. What if something happens…?”

“I’m certain he’s fine. He’s with our brother, Mr. McLeod, and the others.”

The dowager did not seem to hear Emma’s reassurances, her agitation feeding upon itself. She wrung a handkerchief between her hands, darting from place to place, her movements like that of a crazed hummingbird. Clearly, she was worrying herself into a frenzy.

“Gadzooks,” Vi whispered, “do something, Em.”

“Er, perhaps you’d like a stroll in the square, Your Grace?” Emma said.

“A stroll?” the older lady said blankly.

“Fresh air can be very calming to the constitution,” she said.

The lines smoothed from Lady Patrice’s expression; her smile jolted like lightning through thunderheads. “That sounds lovely. Let us go.”




*




Pleading fatigue, Thea stayed home, leaving Emma and Vi to accompany Lady Patrice. Jim the footman followed at a discreet distance, and Emma began to relax into the beauty of the summer afternoon. The park in the middle of the square was tranquil, a leafy green oasis filled with birdsong. If it were not for the surrounding townhouses, she could almost imagine that she was on one of her old walks through the countryside.

Vi scampered off, her coltish stride unable to accommodate a sedate pace. As Emma walked more leisurely along the pebbled path with Lady Patrice, the latter seemed to calm.

“How charming,” the dowager said with a sigh. “Back at Strathmore, I take a daily morning constitutional on the banks of the loch. There’s something very soothing about the water. Strathaven adored it when he was a boy.”

“What was he like when he was a boy?” Emma said.

“Oh, he was handsome and clever,” the other said, smiling. “He takes after my own dear duke, you know. Strathaven men are always ambitious. They don’t sit on their laurels, content with the title and what they’ve inherited. They want more. They thrive on success and power.”

Sounds like Alaric, Emma thought wryly.

“And they marry ladies who support their noble aspirations. My husband and I used my dowry to add two new wings to the castle,” Lady Patrice said proudly.

Emma hadn’t considered what wealth she’d bring to Alaric; to her, he hardly seemed to need more money. But maybe, as far as the upper classes were concerned, one could never have too much. Ambrose would certainly not allow her to go to her future husband empty-handed, yet any dowry of hers would definitely not add a wing to an ancestral home.

Emma felt a sudden pang as she imagined the advantages to Alaric if he married an heiress, a lady of his own class.

“Oh dear. I’ve spoken too candidly.” Lady Patrice bit her lip, her eyes clouded. “Forgive me, Miss Kent. My words have a way of running away from me. I hope I have not offended you.”

“You haven’t. I just hadn’t given much thought to the connection between money and marriage,” Emma admitted.

“Which is most charming and refreshing. And why, I think, Strathaven has taken such an interest in you.” When Emma blushed, Lady Patrice said indulgently, “Oh yes, my dear, I can tell which way the wind blows. And if I may be so bold … do you return his regard?”

Emma gave a shy nod.

“I am glad to hear it. I like you, my dear, much more than his last duchess.” The dowager gave a soft harrumph. “Laura might have been rich and beautiful, but she was also a spoiled, demanding chit. My poor boy did what he could to please her, but it was never enough. For that reason alone, I could not like her.”

“Of course,” Emma murmured.

“He needs someone to nurture him, to devote herself entirely to his happiness and the care of the family estate. My boy deserves nothing less. You will do that for him, won’t you, Miss Kent?”

The other’s fervent scrutiny was rather unnerving. Emma didn’t think now was the time to share that, in addition to her wifely duties, she planned to pursue her passion for investigation.

“We’ve certainly discussed the merits of partnership,” she hedged. “Of respecting and supporting one another—”

A rustling sounded behind them. Some sixth sense made her turn around...

...in time to see a dark-garbed villain bash Jim in the head with a cudgel. With a groan, the footman crumpled to the ground. The cutthroat advanced toward Emma and the frozen dowager. Emma grabbed onto Patrice, dragging her backward. Only to collide into a brick wall of a chest—another cutthroat had snuck up behind them.

A thick piece of cloth muffled Emma’s scream. She struggled against her captor, a sweet pungent smell burning through her nostrils, her throat. Her strength floated from her, and the world dissolved into a cloud of darkness.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Miss Kitty Germaine, Mercer’s mistress, occupied a small, neat house on Henrietta Street. Clad in a filmy, flesh-colored robe, she received Alaric, Will, and Kent in a parlor done in a palette that strategically complimented her brunette coloring. By Alaric’s reckoning, this was a woman with a calculating bent. Despite her classical looks, he sensed a hardness to Miss Germaine, a cynicism that was beginning to etch lines around her eyes and mouth.

The profession of a mistress was, undoubtedly, a difficult one.

“Mercer’s not here,” she said matter-of-factly after they’d been seated. “And to save you the trouble: no, I haven’t the faintest notion where he’s gone.”

“How do you know we’re here because of Mercer?” Will demanded.

“Well, now, are you here for another reason, love? Because I do have a weakness for strapping men.” Her dark gaze encompassed all of them, lingering on Alaric. “And, my, what fine specimens you are.”

“We know Mercer was here,” Will said doggedly.

“He was.” Her shoulders lifted lazily. “Now he is not.”

“He is wanted for murder,” Kent said, “and unless you want to be charged as an accomplice—”

“Murder?” The languidness fled her expression. “The earl?”

“He has attempted to kill me twice,” Alaric said, “and shot another man in cold blood. He is not the sort of protector a woman would wish for.”

Beneath her subtle, artfully applied paint, Miss Germaine’s cheeks paled. “He isn’t—my protector, I mean. We parted ways a month ago.”

“Then why was he here?” Alaric said evenly.

“He said he’d run into a spot of trouble and needed a place to spend the night.” Her throat bobbed. “I didn’t have any cust—company planned, so I let him stay.”

“You have no idea where he’s headed?” Kent said.

“He left before dawn. Didn’t say goodbye.” Licking her lips nervously, she added, “My maid said she looked out the window and saw him with some unsavory characters. Apparently, they all took off in a coach together, and the top was packed with trunks. That’s all I know.”

Alaric didn’t detect any falsehoods. “Why did your arrangement with Mercer end?”

“Money,” she said succinctly. “Specifically, his lack thereof. Some conniver bilked him of his fortune—he’d turn apoplectic whenever he talked about it.”

Alaric exchanged grim glances with the other men. Apparently Mercer had rewritten history to make himself out to be the victim—perhaps he even believed his own false tales, used them to justify all the evil that he’d done. There was no telling what such a man was capable of.

Urgency and frustration filled him. He had to find Mercer, put an end to this chaos.

Then he could start a new life with Emma.

Her poise returning, Miss Germaine said coyly, “Being as selective as I am about my friendships, it has not been easy to find a truly rich and powerful patron.”

“I wish you luck.” Bridling with impatience, Alaric rose. “Thank you for your time.”

“Leaving so soon? Perhaps you’d like some refreshment—”

A pounding sounded on the front door. A minute later, Cooper entered the room, and Alaric’s insides chilled when he saw the harsh set of the guard’s features.

“What is it, Cooper?” he said.

“Mercer’s kidnapped Miss Kent and the dowager,” the guard said tersely, holding out a note. “He’s demanding ransom.”
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The world came slowly into view. In the dim light, Emma made out wooden walls, a shuttered window, a table and stool…she was in a tiny cabin of some sort. And it was...rocking?

Where am I?

Emma registered that she was laying on a cot. She managed to sit up and get woozily to her feet. She stumbled a few steps, heard the clanking of metal, felt a jerk on her ankle. Looking down, she saw that a manacle and short chain anchored her right foot to the bed.

She and the dowager had been kidnapped.

Memories returned in hazy snippets, accompanied by the sweet, sickening scent of ether. A carriage ride through darkness. Being hauled up a gangway… Yes, she could smell the tang of sea air now. She was on a ship.

Dear God, where was Lady Patrice?

A faint sound made her look up. There was a bunk above her own, a small figure upon it. Standing on her tiptoes, Emma verified with relief that it was indeed the dowager. Other than the rise and fall of her thin chest, the lady lay still as death, the stone of her ring gleaming like blood upon her waxen hand.

“Lady Patrice,” Emma whispered urgently.

No reply. The poor thing was heavily drugged. The bastards—how could they treat a defenseless elderly woman in this despicable manner?

Footsteps approached. Before Emma could return to the cot, the door opened, and a tall blond man holding a lamp stepped inside. As he set the light on the table, its flickering glow gave his handsome face a demonic cast. His cravat was elegantly knotted, his wool overcoat lavishly embroidered. She recognized him from the Blackwood ball—one of the men who had disparaged Alaric’s venture.

“You’re Lord Mercer,” she said, her gaze narrowing.

He smiled thinly and bowed. “Welcome aboard my vessel, Miss Kent.”

“You had better release us this instant.” She angled her chin up. “If you don’t, you’ll regret being born when Strathaven and my brother find us. And I promise you they will.”

“Oh, I’m counting on it, Miss Kent. You are my insurance, you see, and my ticket to a new life. I’ve been watching Strathaven, and I know he’ll do anything to have you.” Mercer smirked. “That is, if he hasn’t already had you.”

Emma stumbled back when Mercer came toward her, trapping her against the frame of the bed. His pungent cologne wound into her nostrils, and she shrank away, her skin crawling as he pressed himself up against her.

“I wonder,” he said, his breath hot against her cheek, “what talents could a country miss possess to enthrall a man like Strathaven? I have a mind to see for myself.”

“Get away from me, you bounder!”

Her lungs seized as he fingered a fallen tress of her hair. She felt a revolting poke against her thigh, the thing hard and…sharp? The realization struck her: the object prodding her wasn’t his manhood—but a...key.

He let her go. “Time to sample your charms later. For now,” he said with a sneer, “I have a welcome to prepare for your duke. He should be arriving anytime now.”

Emma thought quickly. “He won’t fall into your trap. He’s too clever for that.”

Mercer turned a livid shade. “He’ll dance like a puppet on strings if he wants you and his aunt alive.” His manicured fingers curled like claws. “I am dictating the terms now—not him.”

Sensing the crazed fury beneath the polished facade, Emma knew she’d hit upon his weakness. She had to use his vanity to her advantage. Just have to get him closer…

“Strathaven is going to crush you,” she taunted. “You don’t stand a chance.”

She yelped when Mercer grabbed her by the hair. He yanked hard, jerking her face up, forcing her to meet his eyes, which were dilated with fury. She feigned fear, twisting as if to get away from him, angling her hand toward the pocket of his overcoat…

“Shut your mouth, bitch,” he spat. “If it weren’t for the interfering bastard, I’d be a rich man by now. My scheme was brilliant; I stood to make a fortune. But Strathaven ruined it all. Thanks to him, not only did I lose my money—now I have Billings’ underworld criminals after my blood.”

“It’s your own fault.” Almost there…keep him distracted… “You made a bad business decision. You compounded that by trying to murder Strathaven—and by killing Silas Webb.”

“Webb was a spineless fool. He didn’t have the stomach for greatness and would have given me up when he was caught. No,” Mercer said craftily, “Webb left me no choice.”

“What about Strathaven? It’s not his fault you took a reckless risk.”

“Everything is his fault!” Mercer’s eyes were reptilian with hate, his words hissing. He pushed his face into hers just as her fingers closed around metal. “He left me no resort but to flee like some common criminal. Well, he’s going to pay to the tune of fifty thousand pounds. If he doesn’t, I’ll send you and his aunt back to him—piece by lovely piece.”

Heart thumping, Emma let her shoulders sag as if in defeat; at the same time, her hand slipped behind her back, clutching her prize. “You really have thought of everything.”

“I will be victorious. Like a phoenix, I will rise from the ashes on French soil. Who knows?” A nasty gleam lit Mercer’s eyes. “If you please me, I might keep you alive to see to my pleasures.”

Emma swallowed. “But I thought…aren’t you going to ransom me?”

Mercer’s laugh was short and brutal. “I’m going to get my money. And then I’m going to put an end to Strathaven once and for all.”

“You’re a dishonorable cad!” she cried. “Strathaven is smarter than you—he’ll never fall for your trap!”

Mercer shoved her violently onto the cot, her back smacking the thin mattress. Panting, she kept a firm grip on her stolen treasure.

“He already has, you little whore. He’ll bring me my blunt at nine o’clock sharp—and I’ll put a hole through his heart,” Mercer snarled. “And after I deal with him, I’ll be back for you.”

The door slammed behind him, his barked order filtering through. “No one goes in or out—see to that by any means necessary.”

“Wif pleasure, m’lord,” replied a leering voice. 

Instantly, Emma sat up. Looked at the key in her hand. Sending up a prayer, she reached for the manacle on her foot.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Alaric and the other men reached the appointed destination before dawn. He’d rented out two stage coaches to convey the team of investigators and guards from London to Portsmouth at record speed, so that they could arrive a few hours prior to the meeting with Mercer. Will and his comrades had already taken off on a scouting mission. Disguised as porters, the four ex-soldiers were presently conducting reconnaissance on the dock.

Their goals: to find Mercer’s vessel and locate Emma and Patrice.

In the meantime, Alaric and Kent took a suite at an inn. They were guarding the trunks of ransom money and awaiting the arrival of some mysterious associate Kent had said might be helpful to the cause. From the second floor balcony, Alaric watched the ribaldry in the street below. How clever of Mercer to choose this place to conduct his nefarious business.

With all the lawlessness and depravity going on, who would care about two women being held against their will? Who would even notice?

Outside the gate of the old town, Portsmouth Point was known as “Spice Island,” not only for the scent of imported spices that came from the harbor but also for the piquant activities so clearly on display. Whores plied their trade openly in the alleys, sailors and dockhands stumbled in and out of the public houses that lined both sides of the street. Brawls broke out with regularity, cheered on by drunken bystanders.

Alaric’s hands fisted with impotence. If Mercer so much as touches a hair on Emma’s head... He was unwilling to contemplate that possibility. He was going to get her and his aunt back. Then he was going to tear the earl apart limb by limb.

Slowly.

Kent came to stand beside him. “McLeod will find my sister and your aunt. He’s the best there is when it comes to scouting.”

“Aye. But time is running out.” Alaric gave a terse nod at the sky over the harbor.

Already, the horizon was losing its dark opacity. He could make out the forest of masts bobbing on the black water and the fleet of small barges that zipped between the larger ships, ferrying passengers and goods back and forth from the docks. The Byzantine activity of the scene frustrated him further. Which one of those hundreds of ships held Emma and Aunt Patrice prisoner? What was Mercer’s ultimate plan?

“We should review the strategy for the exchange. I still don’t like the idea of you meeting the villain alone,” Kent said.

“Mercer made it clear in the ransom note that I’m to follow his instructions to the letter,” Alaric said starkly. “If I don’t bring the gold to the quay alone and unarmed at nine o’clock, he’s going to kill Emma and Patrice. I won’t take that risk.”

“He might kill them anyway. You as well.”

Alaric saw emotion flare in the other man’s eyes. Fear. Fury. The same feelings that ran molten through his own veins.

“Whatever it takes, I will see your sister safe,” he vowed. “It’s me Mercer wants.”

“You’d trade your life for Emma’s?”

“Whatever it takes,” he repeated.

Kent studied him for a moment. “My wife was right after all.”

“About what?”

“You truly do care for Emma.”

Alaric’s cheekbones heated. He felt suddenly exposed—and he didn’t like it. “I told you my intentions were honorable,” he said stiffly.

“There’s a difference between an honorable marriage and a loving one.”

A knock on the door cut short the conversation. Alaric tensed.

Kent checked his watch. “Right on time.”

The investigator opened the door and ushered in a fellow dressed in the loose jacket and trousers of a man who worked on the water. The newcomer’s most distinguishable feature was the curly auburn hair beneath his cap. His freckled face split into a grin. He and Kent exchanged bows—and then slapped each other on the back like old friends.

“As I live and breathe, six years and you don’t look any different, sir. Except your clothes—quite dapper now, ain’t you?” The stranger winked. “Told you a wife would do you good, didn’t I?”

“Indeed you did, old friend,” Kent said with a faint smile. “But time to reminisce later. As I mentioned in my message, I’m afraid I’m here on urgent business.”

“I’m at your service, sir.”

“I’m deeply grateful to hear it.” Kent turned to Alaric. “Your Grace, this is John Oldman, a former colleague of mine at the Thames River Police. He moved to Portsmouth six years ago.”

“Call me Johnno. Everyone does,” the man said cheerfully.

“I beg your pardon,” Alaric said, “but how is it that you’re to help us?“

“Kent says you need a way to hide in plain sight on the water. I can provide that.”

“How?”

“Johnno and his brother-in-law operate one of the largest barge services here in Portsmouth,” Kent explained. “A third of the barges that travel between ship and shore are theirs. With Johnno’s help, we’ll surround the quay where you’re to meet Mercer.” The investigator’s eyes burned with a fierce light. “Unbeknownst to that blackguard, we’ll block his escape route. We’ll capture him—and get Emma and the dowager back.”
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Finally, Lady Patrice stirred.

Emma had begun to lose hope, her desperation mounting as pale light seeped through the shutters of the window. She could hear the activity above, the shouts and heavy bootsteps as the villains readied themselves for Alaric’s arrival.

For the ambush.

She had to free herself and Lady Patrice before Alaric arrived. Before he fell into Mercer’s deadly clutches.

“Lady Patrice,” she said as loud as she dared, “please, open your eyes.”

The dowager’s lashes fluttered against her pale cheeks. Slowly, her head turned toward Emma. “Miss Kent? Where—where are we?” she said in a trembling, befuddled voice. “What has happened?”

Emma wanted to weep with relief. Instead, she said in calm tones, “We’ve been kidnapped, Your Grace. Mercer is holding us hostage—and he means to kill Strathaven when he brings the ransom money. We must stop the villain, and I need your help.”

“Kill Strathaven?” Lady Patrice pushed herself to sitting and though she weaved a little, she said firmly, “We cannot allow that to happen. Tell me what you want me to do.”
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“Remember we’ll be watching from the barges,” Will said. “One wrong move from Mercer and we’ll move in, cut off his escape.”

“Aye,” Alaric said.

The two of them were standing on the quay Mercer had designated for the exchange. Besides him and Will and the trunks of ransom, the dock was abandoned, positioned within a small isolated cove. Near the entrance of the cove, he saw two of Johnno’s vessels patrolling the waters. They appeared like the other ubiquitous barges, and he prayed that Mercer would be fooled.

“It’s a quarter to nine. You’d best go before the bastard shows up,” Alaric said.

Will didn’t move. Gruffly, he said, “Don’t get yourself killed, all right? I’d hate to lose my only brother.”

Alaric’s chest tightened. “If anything happens to me, you’re the last of the Strathaven line. Take care of the title.”

Will’s eyes widened. “Don’t talk like that.”

“Promise me.”

“I don’t want the bluidy dukedom—”

“I know,” Alaric said simply. “But promise me you’ll look after it anyway.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you.” Will raked a hand through his hair. “But...aye. Have no worry, Alaric, but that of saving your lass.”

Alaric clasped his brother’s shoulder in silent thanks. He was startled to find himself pulled into a rough hug. The embrace ended just as abruptly.

His face ruddy, Will muttered, “I’ll be watching from the barge.”

After the other left, Alaric turned his attention back to the mouth of the cove. Minutes later, he saw a small covered vessel approaching, moving steadily toward the inlet, churning a white line in its wake. It passed through the entrance of the cove and minutes later arrived at the quay.

Alaric’s muscles tensed as a figure disembarked onto the wharf, his face shielded by the brim of his hat. The bastard looked up.

Alaric’s gut clenched. “Where’s Mercer?”

The dark-haired ruffian casually withdrew a pistol, pointed it at Alaric. He crossed over and, searching Alaric’s pockets, removed the firearm. He made a tsking noise as he tossed the weapon into the water.

Shaking his head, the brute said, “Nobs ne’er are any good at followin’ instructions.” He gave a short whistle—and two more cutthroats emerged from the barge. “Boys, have a look inside those trunks.”

The pair opened the lids, and Alaric saw the avarice glittering in their eyes.

“I’ve brought the ransom,” he said evenly. “Give me the women.”

“You ain’t in no position to make demands, yer lordship.” To his comrades, the cutthroat ordered, “Tie ’im up, boys. We’re bringing ’Is Grace back to the main ship.”
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On a barge near the cove’s entrance, Ambrose swore softly. He’d been monitoring the events on the quay through a telescope.

“I don’t see any sign of the women or Mercer,” he said. “The villain sent his lackeys to get the money.”

“Those bastards have Alaric now,” McLeod growled. “We’ve got to head them off before they leave the cove.”

“We can’t,” Ambrose said in frustration. “If Mercer doesn’t get his gold, Emma and the dowager will die.”

“If we don’t stop them now, my brother will!”

“We have no choice. Strathaven was willing to take the risk, and we must see this through.” Cursing, Ambrose pounded his fist on the barge’s railing. “Johnno,” he said in clipped tones, “signal the other barges. We’ll have to follow the bastards to their ship, but we cannot, under any circumstances, be seen.”

“Just like the old days. Don’t worry, sir,” Johnno said, “I haven’t lost my touch.”

Jaw clenched, Ambrose prayed that he was making the right decision. The lives of three people—one of them his sister—depended upon it.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




“Help! Someone please! She’s not breathing!” the dowager cried.

Emma heard a curse from outside the door, the guard’s key inserting into the lock. Heart pounding, she stood at the ready, arms raised, behind the door.

It opened, and the guard rushed in. “What the bleedin’—”

Stepping out behind him, Emma brought the stool down with all her might. The heavy wood cracked against the back of his skull. With a groan, he toppled to the ground.

She set down her weapon and crouched next to him.

“Did I...is he dead?” she said, her voice trembling.

Squatting on the other side of the fallen figure, Lady Patrice shook her head. “He’s breathing. He won’t be out for long.”

With hands that shook, Emma searched the guard’s body, removing a pistol and a vial of clear liquid, which she passed to the dowager. Just as she was reaching for the rope on the man’s belt—she planned to truss him up—a beefy hand gripped her wrist. She jerked, her gaze flying to the guard’s face. His eyes were open, and he bolted upright, his expression menacing.

A scream rose in her throat—

A small hand with a red ring slapped fabric against the brute’s face. He let out a moan and fell backward, his head whacking against the floor. This time he didn’t move.

“See how you like a taste of your own medicine,” the dowager said.

Emma saw that Lady Patrice had dumped the contents of the vial onto the hem of her petticoat, using it to subdue the cutthroat.

Emma’s brows rose. “Your Grace, I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“I may be a duchess, but I am Scottish,” the other replied tartly. “Now how are we getting out of here?”

Emma clasped the pistol. “We’ll locate the lifeboat. If we can escape before Alaric arrives, he needn’t bargain with that monster.”

“An excellent plan.”

Emma led the way out of the cabin and into the dark and narrow corridor. Listening to the pattern of footsteps overhead, she headed in the direction away from the activity. Minutes later, she saw steps up ahead, light filtering in from a trapdoor at the top.

Emma crept up the steps and carefully pushed the trapdoor open, just enough for her to peer out. Daylight shocked her pupils, momentarily blinding her. When the dots cleared, she could see that they were below the quarterdeck. She spotted a pyramid of barrels just paces away—possible cover. Boots suddenly crossed her line of vision; she let the trapdoor fall immediately, her heart thumping like a rabbit’s.

A minute or so passed. She cracked open the door once more.

The way looked clear.

“I’ll have to go out and look for the lifeboat,” she whispered. “Wait here, Your Grace.”

The dowager nodded.

Inhaling for courage, Emma pushed the door open and scrambled out, making a dash for the barrels. Pulse racing, her back against the curved containers, she waited for a bark of discovery. None came. Scouting the environs, she estimated about a half-dozen yards to the side of the vessel, where a lifeboat might be located. Her muscles readied to make the sprint.

Mercer’s voice in the distance made her freeze.

“Welcome aboard, Strathaven,” said the earl in snide tones. “I have been expecting you.”




*




Alaric took quick stock of the situation.

Mercer and six cutthroats, plus the other two bringing the trunks up from the barge.

Nine villains in all—not the best of odds, especially since Alaric’s hands were bound and he was flanked by a pair of brutes. Yet if he bought some time—distracted Mercer—Will and the others might yet arrive. He didn’t dare scan the surrounding water to see if Johnno’s barges had managed to follow the cutthroats’ snaking path to the present ship. If Will and Kent had lost the trail, finding Mercer’s ship amidst the flotilla of vessels in the harbor would be akin to searching for a needle in a haystack.

He couldn’t worry about that now.

You have to trust Will and Kent. Stay focused. Be on the lookout for Emma and Patrice.

Coolly, he said, “This wasn’t our agreement, Mercer.”

The earl gave a harsh laugh. “There is no agreement, Your Grace. In case you haven’t noticed, I hold all the cards. You’ll do as I say.”

“I brought the money,” Alaric said evenly. “Count it, if you wish. But you must honor your word as a gentleman and release Miss Kent and the dowager duchess.”

Mercer stepped forward and backhanded him. Alaric’s head snapped to the side.

“You’ve ruined me. Thanks to you, I’m not welcomed in Society any longer.” The earl’s urbane face contorted with rage. “You’ve destroyed everything!”

“You did that to yourself. Or perhaps you needed help even for that,” Alaric said in tones designed to goad. “Perhaps Webb came up with the stock scheme, and you were merely his lackey, following his orders.”

“The plan was mine, damn you! I recruited Silas Webb, not the other way around. I saw United’s failing prospects and hired Webb to help topple it from the inside. The company’s demise was inevitable. A sure thing. But then you came along, ousted Webb, and turned the venture into a bloody success. I’ve lost everything because of you.”

“You lost everything because you made a bad investment—and compounded matters by having me poisoned and shot.”

“What poison?” Mercer snarled. “What are you—”

“Get away from him!”

Alaric’s gaze jerked in the direction of the clear, feminine tones. Relief exploded in his chest—replaced instantly by bone-deep fear. What the devil is she doing?

Emma came toward them like some avenging angel, her unbound hair sweeping past her shoulders and a pistol in her small hands. She aimed it at Mercer.

Mercer gave a nasty laugh. “You’re not going to shoot.”

“Aren’t I?” Emma said calmly. “Your henchman underestimated me as well. Now he’s below deck—and he’s no longer moving.”

At her declaration, the seasoned cutthroats exchanged uneasy looks, a few shaking their heads. Alaric interpreted the silent male message: Females—they’re an unpredictable lot.

“Untie Strathaven.” Emma’s finger tightened on the trigger; she was within several feet of Mercer now. “Or I’ll put a hole through your heart.”

After an instant, Mercer snapped, “Do as she says.”

The lackey next to Alaric untied his wrists. Before the rope hit the ground, Alaric swiveled, securing Mercer in a chokehold and simultaneously grabbing the pistol from the earl’s belt. He pressed the barrel to Mercer’s temple.

Emma hurried to his side, her gun now pointed at the band of ruffians.

“You can’t shoot all of us,” Mercer gasped. “Put down the gun, and I’ll spare you and the women.”

“Drop your weapons,” Alaric growled at the cutthroats.

Mercer’s henchmen looked at one another, their expressions uncertain. Then the dark-haired brute, the one who’d met Alaric at the quay, guffawed.

Stepping forward, he said, “I don’t think so.”

Alaric dug the gun in deeper, making Mercer wheeze with fear. “I’m serious. I will shoot.”

“So go ahead—kill ’im,” the leader said with a sneer. “With the bugger gone, that’ll mean more gold for me an’ my men. You’re just savin’ me the trouble o’ killin’ ’im meself, isn’t that right, boys?”

Assent rose from his crew, and they came to stand behind him with ominous solidarity.

Bloody Christ. A mutiny.

“What?” Mercer spat at his employee. “You infidel! You foul betrayer!”

“I’ve ’ad enough o’ you lordin’ it o’er me an’ the boys. You ’aven’t paid us ’alf what you promised, ye bloody skinflint, an’ I’m tired o’ waitin’,” the leader snarled, levying his own gun.

Acting on pure instinct, Alaric released Mercer and dove for Emma. He knocked her to the deck, covering her body with his as a blast tore through the air. Heart thundering, he looked into her pale face.

“You all right?” he rasped.

“Yes. You?” she said.

He jerked his chin, looked back and saw—

Mercer still standing, his expression stunned.

The cutthroat leader, his mien equally startled as he looked down at the scarlet blossoming over his chest. A second later, he crashed to the deck like a felled tree.

“Aboard, men!” came a guttural cry.

William.

More gunshots rang out. The ship shook as barges bumped it on all sides. Through the haze of gunfire, Alaric saw the guards jumping aboard, his brother leading the charge. A familiar lanky figure leapt onto the ship.

“Kent,” Alaric shouted. “Over here.”

The investigator ran over. “Emma?”

“I’m fine,” she assured her brother.

“Take care of her,” Alaric told the other man. “I’ve got to help Will.”

“Be careful, darling,” Emma called after him.

He entered the fray, which had turned into a vicious free-for-all. He spotted Will by the mast, wrestling with two burly brutes. The one behind Will had him by the throat; the one in front reached down and pulled a knife from his boot.

Alaric took aim and fired.

The blade-wielding villain jolted and collapsed to the ground. In the seconds that it took Alaric to run over, Will had already freed himself of the remaining ruffian. He sent his foe into oblivion with a powerful hook to the jaw. Alaric didn’t have time to compliment his brother’s technique for another pair of brutes advanced upon them, circling, blades flashing.

The brothers stood back to back.

“I’ll take the bigger one,” Will said.

“Like hell you will,” Alaric said.

The larger bastard made the decision for them, charging Alaric, who feinted left at the last moment, plowing his fist into his attacker’s belly. The brute bowled over, and Alaric wrenched the other’s arm, forcing the villain to drop the knife. He hauled his foe up and finished the job with a facer that sent the other sprawling.

A minute later, Will dispatched the other cutthroat.

Meeting his brother’s gaze, Alaric cocked an eyebrow. “What took you so long?”

“Always have to be the best, don’t you?” Will grumbled.

Alaric scanned the deck, counted the enemy subdued by his team. His nape went cold.

“Where the devil is Mercer?” he said.

“Bluidy weasel,” Will said. “We’ll search the ship. He can’t have gone far.”

They rounded up the free guards and split the search through the vessel. Accompanied by Cooper, Alaric went to the lowest deck. His shoulders brushed the walls of the narrow corridor, his muscles bunching at each creak and rattle of the aged ship. He and the guard searched each cabin along the way—no sign of Mercer.

Mid-ship, he heard a scuffling from below. He gestured to the trapdoor in front of them.

“He’s down in the hold,” Alaric mouthed to the guard.

Cooper nodded. Crouching, he yanked the door open by its iron ring.

The shot punched the guard against the wall. Blood spurted from his upper arm. With a curse, Alaric dragged Cooper out of harm’s way and ascertained the damage. Luckily, it appeared to be a flesh wound; he bound it quickly with his cravat.

“This’ll hold until the others get here,” he said.

“You should wait for them, Your Grace—”

Ignoring the guard, Alaric approached the trapdoor again. He stopped at a safe distance and unhooked his watch fob. Taking aim, he tossed it through the open hole, heard it skitter down the steps—

Another shot blasted from the hold.

The next second, Alaric launched himself through the trapdoor, landing in musty darkness. His gaze swung left and right, caught the limned outlines of crates, barrels, sacks—Mercer.

He lunged at the earl, who was fumbling to reload. He tackled the bastard, slamming his opponent’s body against a crate. The pistol clattered out of sight, yet Mercer fought back with feral desperation. The bastard landed a low blow, and stars streaked across Alaric’s vision.

His grasp loosened, and Mercer wrestled free. As Alaric sought to regain his breath, he saw something flash in his opponent’s hand right before Mercer charged at him, knocking him to the ground. He thrust his hands out, catching the earl’s arm, blocking the downward arc of the blade. The lethal point hovered inches above his throat; his muscles strained against the other’s maniacal strength.

“I’m going to slit your throat open, you ignorant Scot,” Mercer shouted.

Like bluidy hell you will.

Power surged through Alaric. Leveraging his lower body, he gave a mighty shove, rolling over and taking his enemy with him. Now with the upper hand, he grabbed the other’s wrist, gave it a sharp twist, and Mercer released the blade with a cry of pain. Bloodlust took over, and Alaric drove his fists into the other’s face, bone crunching against bone. He didn’t stop until the other lay bloodied and insensate.

Only then did Alaric rise, his chest heaving.

“Alaric!”

He turned to see his brother descending into the hold.

Pistol in hand, Will said tersely, “Are you all right?”

“Aye,” Alaric said between breaths. “Everyone else?”

“Cooper’s getting bandaged by Miss Emma and the dowager.” Will paused. “I’m not surprised by Miss Emma’s fortitude, but apparently our aunt has got a spine of steel as well.”

“Patrice is stronger than she looks.” Alaric grimaced as he tested his knuckles.

“Must run in the bloodline. For a duke, you held your own.”

“For a little brother, you didn’t do so poorly yourself.”

A pause. They grinned at each other.

Alaric said, “Let’s get some rope and tie up—”

“Behind you!” Will shouted.

Alaric pivoted in time to see Mercer rushing toward him, face bloody and demented, hand raised and wielding a knife. On instinct, he went low, kicking out, and the earl flew forward, crashing headfirst into a tower of crates. One by one, the wooden boxes toppled onto him.

Alaric and Will approached, the latter with his pistol aimed at the prone figure. Cautiously, Alaric pushed the heavy containers off Mercer; with his boot, he rolled the earl over.

Mercer’s gaze was unseeing. Scarlet bloomed around the stem of steel in his chest.

The bastard had fallen on his own knife.

“A fitting end,” Will said.

“Aye.” Alaric exhaled. “It’s over.”

Together, the brothers left the bloody scene and went to join the others.




***











CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




A week later, at an intimate gathering of family and friends at his townhouse, Alaric mused over the changes that the last few days had wrought. His enemy was dead, his life no longer in danger. Yesterday, at the meeting of the United Mining venture, Alaric and Tremont’s expansion plans had received unanimous support from the shareholders, and the price of stock was soaring.

Most important of all, Alaric had publicly announced his engagement to Emma.

He watched as his betrothed mingled with their guests in the drawing room. Tonight was their engagement supper, and she was radiant in a cerise silk gown that draped enticingly over her curves and slender waist. The choker he’d given her circled her throat, and now a matching pink diamond ring glittered on her finger.

She was, every inch, a duchess. His duchess.

He could hardly wait the eight weeks until she walked down the aisle of St. Paul’s toward him. Lady Patrice had insisted that two months was the minimum acceptable time for an engagement; any earlier would cause talk about the reason for the haste. He knew that Emma was anxious about getting on in the ton, and for her sake, he wanted no blemish on her reputation.

He was determined that, this time around, his marriage would be free of scandal. He wouldn’t rush into anything. The key to contentment was to remain in control.

“She’ll make a fine duchess, Strathaven.” The dowager came to stand beside him. She adjusted her feathered turban, her ring catching the glimmer of the chandelier. “I must confess I had my doubts, but now I understand your interest in her. She is unlike any lady of my acquaintance. Her family is rather...unique as well.”

Alaric stifled a smile. Over supper, the Kents had proved to be an entertaining, lively bunch. Presently, Dorothea was playing the pianoforte in one corner, and he noticed that his friend Tremont appeared quite captivated by her performance. Violet and Polly were at a card table, the former drawing chortles from a curmudgeonly earl with her card tricks. Surrounded by eager bucks, Primrose Kent held court at the center of the room.

All in all, Alaric thought he could grow fond of Emma’s family.

“Indeed, Aunt,” he said.

“No wonder you are besotted. Don’t bother denying it,” Lady Patrice said, wagging a finger at him, “for your heart is fairly hanging on your sleeve.”

Alaric flicked a sardonic glance at the pristine black velvet arm of his jacket. “I’m sure you exaggerate, Your Grace.”

“I’m sure I do not. The entire ton is agog with how the mighty have fallen. You’re on the road to proving that adage true: reformed rakes do make the best husbands.”

Heat crept up Alaric’s jaw. It was one thing for him to admit to himself that he desired Emma—quite another for the beau monde to snigger behind their fans about it. Especially since these were the selfsame gossips who’d labeled him a faithless rake during his last marriage.

“Is it the past that disquiets you, my boy?” The dowager’s inquisitive gaze searched his. “I do not think Miss Kent will betray or manipulate you as Laura did.”

Alaric said stiffly, “I don’t wish to discuss the past.”

“I’ve upset you, haven’t I? Forgive me. I don’t mean to say the wrong things. You must know I want only your happiness.”

At the glimmer in his aunt’s eyes, he sighed inwardly and bowed over her hand. “I know. If you’ll excuse me, I must circulate amongst my guests.”

“Don’t worry about me.” The dowager gave him a small smile. “Be happy, my boy.”

He wound his way through the drawing room, stopping to accept felicitations from various guests, including the Blackwoods, on his engagement. He finally reached his betrothed, who was chatting with their respective brothers and sisters-in-law. He slid a proprietary arm around Emma’s waist as he joined the circle.

“Enjoying yourself, pet?” he said.

She smiled up at him, and the warmth in her tea-colored gaze dispelled the unease triggered by the conversation with his aunt. Emma is nothing like Laura, he told himself.

Since their engagement, they’d managed to steal only snippets of privacy. The last such occurrence had happened after he’d escorted her to the Opera, and Mrs. Kent had obligingly allowed him to take Emma home.

Those hot, steamy minutes in the carriage rose up now, fogging his brain, making another part of his anatomy stiffen in anticipation for his wedding night. Christ, to feel her luscious sheath clench around his cock the way it had his fingers, his tongue...

Another eight weeks of this would be pure torture.

But he would bear it—because he could. Because he was in control. Mostly.

“We were just talking about wedding plans,” Emma informed him, “and the importance of details.”

“I don’t think Alaric gives a damn about the flowers,” Will said knowingly.

Alaric narrowed his eyes at his brother. Just because they were getting on these days didn’t mean that Will couldn’t be a pain in the arse.

“Did you notice the flowers at your own wedding?” Alaric said with cool irony. “As I recall, the entire affair passed in a flash. You pushed your guests out of the house before cake was even served.”

Annabel turned rosy, but Will merely grinned and draped an arm around his wife. “I had the wedding I wanted—with the lass I wanted it with.”

Alaric couldn’t fault that. In a way, he envied his brother’s freedom, unencumbered as it was by a dukedom and the accompanying expectations. Will’s wedding had been small and intimate, a dozen guests or so; Alaric’s would number close to a thousand.

“My apologies for mixing business with pleasure,” Kent spoke up, “but I thought you should know that I received a message from Lugo today.”

Despite Mercer being dead, the African investigator continued his quest to find the missing maid. Kent and Associates did not leave loose ends. Alaric respected that.

“Any new developments?” he said.

“Miss White apparently attracts admirers like bees to honey. Lugo has been following a trail of broken hearts,” Kent said dryly. “He thinks he’ll have her soon.”

“Please convey my gratitude for his persistence,” Alaric said.

“And please tell Mr. Lugo that he is invited to our...”

Emma broke off, her gaze drawn to the gentleman who’d just entered the room. The fellow bore an incongruous mix of characteristics. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had the fit build of a man who enjoyed physical activities. At the same time, his wire spectacles and rumpled hair and clothes gave him the absent-minded air of a scholar.

Frowning, Alaric said, “Who is that?”

“Emma,” the stranger said simultaneously.

In disbelief, Alaric watched his fiancée run toward the newcomer, flinging her arms around him. Her embrace was returned with equal enthusiasm. The pressure in Alaric’s veins shot up dangerously.

“Harry!” Violet bounded up to the pair. “You made it! I wasn’t sure when my letter would reach you.”

Harry Kent—Emma’s brother. Alaric’s fists loosened at his sides. As the Kents gathered around their newly arrived sibling, he saw that the family resemblance was unmistakable.

“I left Paris for London as soon as I received it,” Harry Kent said. “When I got home, Pitt gave me this address, said you were all here.” Frowning, he studied his eldest sister. “Are you all right, Em? Vi wrote that you’d been abducted—”

“I’m perfectly fine. I’m sorry your studies got interrupted, but I am glad to see you. There’s someone I want you to meet.” Taking her brother by the arm, Emma tugged him over to Alaric. Beaming with pride, she said, “This is my brother Harry. Harry, this is the Duke of Strathaven, my fiancé.”

Harry blinked owlishly at his sister. “You’re getting married?”

Alaric bowed. “Your sister has bestowed a great honor upon me.”

Hastily, Harry returned his courtesy. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir—I mean, Your Grace.” The look he shot Emma clearly said, You’ll have to fill me in.

“Welcome home, lad,” Kent said. His eyes shone with pleasure as he shook his brother’s hand. “You’ve sprouted even more since we saw you last.”

“You’re just in time, too,” Mrs. Kent said, smiling as Harry kissed her cheek. “There’s much to be done for the wedding—starting with fittings at the tailor. You and Ambrose must make a trip to Old Bond Street on the morrow.”

The Kent brothers looked at each other…and groaned.




*




Emma’s heart could not be fuller. The evening was going swimmingly, and Harry’s appearance had been the icing atop the cake. Surrounded by family and friends, she brimmed with joy. Her engagement party was everything she could have wanted.

Yet as Thea began a haunting rendition of Master Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, Emma became aware of a stirring restlessness. She realized that she hadn’t seen Alaric for at least a quarter hour; scanning the room, she saw no trace of him. Following impulse, she slipped out to find him.

The door to his study was open, and she saw him standing by the windows, looking out into the dark garden. Phobos and Deimos were at his feet, the deerhounds’ feathery ears perking with interest at her arrival. She entered, closing the door behind her.

His jade gaze locked on her, and she was struck anew by his masculine beauty...and by wonder. At times, it felt like a dream that this wickedly attractive duke wanted her. She could scarcely wait for their wedding day—and night—to arrive.

“I wondered where you’d gone,” she said.

“I just wanted a moment to myself.” His smile was rueful. “I’m not used to being around so much…family.”

“I understand,” she assured him. “Shall I go…?”

“No, pet. Your presence is welcome.” He held a hand out to her, and when she went over, he pulled her into his embrace. Pleasure hummed through her as he nuzzled her earlobe. “I miss you, Emma.”

She didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I miss you, too.”

His answer was a scorching kiss, one that instantly kindled her desire to an overwhelming flame. She tangled her tongue eagerly with his, pressing into his lean, hard length, wanting to be even closer. His hands cupped her bottom, molding her to him, lifting her against the virile bulge that she could feel through the layers of her skirts. She rubbed herself against him with unabashed hunger, her core fluttering with emptiness, a wanton need that only he could fill.

“Christ, I want you so badly,” he said in ragged tones. “I don’t know how I’m going to wait eight more weeks to make you mine.”

The realization burst inside her. In truth, the seed had been germinating ever since she’d been kidnapped by Mercer. Life was too short, too precious and tenuous, to waste.

“I don’t want to wait,” she whispered.

He gazed at her, his slashing cheekbones ruddy with arousal. “I’m not taking you until we’re wed, Emma. I’m going to do this right.”

She loved him for it. Loved how he treated her, the effort he was making with her family and his own, how determined he was to give her the wedding of any woman’s dreams.

I love him so much, she thought wistfully.

She was tempted to tell him so—but she had decided to wait until their wedding night, to seal that special moment with a declaration of her feelings. She didn’t know how he would respond; he’d been honest about his views on love, after all. Yet in her heart she believed that he cared for her, and she felt confident that one day soon he would return her words.

Taking a breath, she said, “Then let’s get wed.”

“Pardon?”

“Let’s elope,” she said simply. “Gretna Green is on the way to your estate, isn’t it? We could have our honeymoon at Strathmore.”

Desire flared silver in his eyes, yet he shook his head—as if to himself as much as to her. “You deserve a grand wedding, and you’ll have it.”

“I deserve you,” she said, kissing his jaw, “and I don’t want to wait.”

“Your family—”

“They’ll be happy that I’m happy. We can invite them to visit us at Strathmore, can’t we?”

“Our home is theirs. But sweeting…”

He trailed off when she linked her arms around his neck. Standing on tiptoe, she whispered against his ear, “Please? I don’t want to waste another moment. I need to be yours, Alaric.”

She saw shadows flicker in his eyes, his shoulders stiffening as if he were fighting some inner battle. Surely propriety couldn’t mean that much to him?

Then his arms closed hard around her, crushing her to his chest.

“You are mine,” he said roughly. “Oh, Emma, you are.”




*




Around noon the next day, Marianne found her husband in his study working on a report. As he scribbled, he absently rubbed the back of his neck, a habit she found endearing even after all these years of marriage.

He rose immediately when he saw her, the smile in his eyes softening his somber mien. “You’re a welcome sight. Did you get enough rest, sweetheart?”

“Yes.” Going over, she straightened the lapels of his coat. “Last night’s party didn’t go that late.”

She was stalling…and cursed herself for her foolishness. She was known for her directness. Yet this was Ambrose, the man she loved, and she knew he wouldn’t take well to the news she had to deliver.

“I wasn’t referring to the party,” he murmured as he bent to kiss her cheek.

Her skin warmed at the memory of their private celebration after the party…but she could delay no longer. She decided to let the facts speak for themselves. Wordlessly, she handed him the letter she’d discovered moments earlier on Emma’s neatly made bed.

“What’s this?” Furrows deepened on Ambrose’s brow as he scanned the brief lines. “Bloody hell—they’ve eloped?"

“Emma must have slipped out before the servants awakened. I’d assumed that she stayed abed to rest after the party—I should have known better,” Marianne said wryly. “When I went to check on her just now, I found the note.”

“We’ll be travelling by Mail Coach, which promises to get us to Gretna Green within three days,” Ambrose read aloud. “I hope you will forgive my impetuousness, but the truth is I could not wait. Please share in our happiness. Will you visit us soon at Strathmore Castle? I look forward to welcoming you all to my new home. Your loving sister, Emma.”

He crumpled the letter. “Goddamnit, even if I leave immediately, they have a half-day’s lead. I won’t catch them in time.”

Marianne put a hand on his shoulder. “You mustn’t interfere, darling.”

“But eloping—it’s not proper!”

“Once Emma is a duchess, it won’t matter how the marriage took place. Trust me, anyone who dares to gossip about her will face the wrath of Strathaven. In case you haven’t noticed,” Marianne said with a touch of amusement, “he’s quite protective of her.”

“I’ve noticed.” Ambrose swiped a hand through his hair, said darkly, “I was beginning to get used to His Grace, too—until this.”

“You can’t blame a man in love for being impetuous.”

“And you’re certain he loves her?”

Marianne touched her finger to the divot between her husband’s brows and said huskily, “Darling, he looks at her the way you look at me.”

Ambrose exhaled. “I hope you’re right.”

“I know I am.” She linked her arm with his. “Let’s go tell the rest of the family. I have a feeling they’ll be quite eager to visit Scotland.”




***











CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




It was amazing how something as mundane as supper could be transformed into a thrilling activity when shared with one’s new husband.

Sitting at a cozy table by the fire, in a suite that the innkeeper had declared his “verra best,” Emma studied Alaric as he sipped his wine. He’d changed into a black brocade dressing robe, his throat bare, his midnight hair curling and damp from his bath. They’d both cleaned up after arriving at the inn an hour ago. A half hour before that, they’d pledged themselves to each other over an anvil in a ceremony as short as it had been sweet.

Now Emma was officially Mrs. Alaric James Alexander McLeod.

And also the new Duchess of Strathaven.

Picking her hand up from the table, her new husband rubbed his thumb over her plain gold wedding band, clearly pleased with the sign of his possession. As he wore a wider masculine version on his hand, a symbol of her claim, she had no complaints.

His eyes a beautiful smoky jade, he murmured, “Had enough to eat, pet?”

“I’m stuffed to the gills,” she said truthfully. The remnants of their feast—roasted venison and Scotch pie, potted haugh and assorted local cheeses, raspberries topped with whipped cream—still lay on the table before them. “The innkeep sent up enough to feed an army.”

“He wanted to make sure we keep our energies up.”

Alaric’s slow, wicked smile made Emma’s cheeks warm, her heartbeat quickening.

“I don’t expect stamina will be a problem,” she said.

During their speedy two and a half day journey to Gretna Green, they’d been alone together in the mail coach Alaric had procured exclusively for their use. The drivers and guards up top had made the situation less than private, however, and Alaric had insisted on being circumspect. 

They had spent most of the time talking instead, sometimes about lighter topics such as their favorite foods—Scotch pie (his) and almond tart (hers)—and places they’d been and wanted to go. They’d also discussed weightier subjects. She’d talked about the poverty she’d known as a girl, the ever-present fear of an empty larder or rent past due. She’d shared her deepest joys, too: being part of a family that stuck together through thick and thin, that valued laughter and each other more than worldly things.

For his part, Alaric hadn’t disclosed his past as readily, yet he’d answered her questions, giving her sufficient detail to piece together a lonely childhood and an adolescence overshadowed by his illness. She’d already known that his mama died when he was young. From the little he said about his father and his guardian, she gathered that neither was a nurturing sort. When it came to his aunt, he spoke with distant appreciation for all she’d done for him.

He was more willing, however, to speak of the time after his guardian’s death. Upon receiving a small stipend from the Strathaven estate, he’d invested it, parlaying it into tuition and living expenses at Oxford. After his studies, he’d continued to accumulate wealth through his investments; he’d been on his way to building a financial empire when, one by one, the heirs to Strathaven passed away, leaving him to succeed as duke.

At eight-and-twenty, Alaric had inherited an expensive castle, ill-managed estates, and little income to maintain the properties. With his business acumen, he’d turned things around, invested in modernization. During his tenure, he’d refilled the Strathaven coffers and brought prosperity to his lands.

Emma hadn’t known this side of Alaric: the hard-working man beneath the jaded aristocrat. It made her admire him even more. The journey to Gretna Green had fostered further closeness, and Emma had no doubt that they belonged together. As a result, she was more than ready to explore and deepen their physical intimacy. To give herself to her husband, body and soul.

Alaric pushed his chair back, patted his thighs. “Come here, pet.”

With prickling excitement, she obeyed. She wore nothing beneath her pink flannel robe and thus could feel the taut sinew of his thighs, the ridge of his growing arousal. He kissed her softly, and she sighed, drinking in the taste of him sweetened with mulled wine. They sipped at each other, tongues lapping and twining, a kiss of tender lust.

He loosened the belt of her robe, parting the panels, and she blushed as he gazed upon her bared self with raw possession in his eyes.

“Look at you,” he said. “So beautiful and you’re all mine. You trust me, Emma?”

“I do.” A thrilling echo of the words she’d used to commit herself to him forevermore.

“Say you’ll let me do whatever I wish. Say you’re mine,” he commanded.

Her breath hitched as he cupped one breast, giving it a proprietary squeeze. She understood the importance of these words to him, a man who’d been betrayed by his first wife. Who’d been alone for so much of his life.

Was it any wonder that Alaric needed certainty—that he needed her?

“I’m yours,” Emma pledged. “To do with as you wish.”

The familiar, exhilarating freedom soared within her, and she saw his nostrils flare, his pupils darkening with excitement. When it came to lovemaking, she needed to let go as much as he needed to be in control. They were a perfect match.

Reaching to the table, he dipped his finger into his wine goblet. Her breath grew choppy as he painted the cool liquid over her nipple, circling the areola, teasing it to a hard peak. Her neck arched as he bent his head and tongued the pouting bud. The sensation shot straight to her center, and her pussy dampened in a warm rush.

“You like that,” he murmured after lavishing the same attention on her other breast.

“Yes,” she sighed.

“Did it make you wet?”

Blushing, she nodded.

“Show me.”

She blinked.

“Touch yourself, darling,” he said huskily. 

He took her hand and placed it between her thighs. Her pulse raced as their joined fingers combed through the plump folds, which were very slick indeed. He guided her touch upward, to her hidden knot, circling and stroking until a moan broke from her lips. Her embarrassment faded to the hot sensuality of their combined touch.

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” he crooned. “Frig yourself for me. Make yourself come while I suckle your pretty tits.”

Supported by his arm, her spine bowed as his tongue swirled her nipple, erotically mimicking what her fingers were doing down below. It was outrageous, depraved...deliciously so. Her touch grew faster, the pressure inside her building as he went back and forth between her breasts, sucking and lapping. When his teeth grazed a sensitive peak, pleasure exploded, and she cried out his name. 

He swept her up in his arms, his kiss soothing and sweet while her lungs pulled for air. He sat her down on the edge of the bed and removed her robe and his own. Despite the aftermath humming in her veins, her belly grew molten as he stood before her, his body revealed to her in its magnificent entirety for the first time.

He might have been carved from marble, so perfectly rendered was his form. The firelight licked over his muscular shoulders and hard-paved chest, the rippling ridges of his belly. His hips were taut and hollowed, girdled by a prominent vee of muscle. Everything about him—from the dusting of dark hair over sleek sinew to his enormous erection—radiated flagrant virility.

“You put a statue to shame,” she said in wonder. “You’re so beautiful, Alaric.”

His lopsided grin was surprisingly boyish. “You shouldn’t flatter me so. Such encouragement might go to my head.”

“I think,” she said, aiming her gaze at the swollen tip of his cock, “it already has.”

“What a naughty minx I married,” he said with a husky laugh.

“May I touch you?”

“Aye, lass. Put your hands on your husband.”

Since he was standing and she perched on the mattress, all she had to do was reach out. Wrapping both hands around his thick stalk, she pumped reverently, reveling in having all that masculine power contained within her palms.

“The way you touch me—it’s so bluidy good.” Arousal stained his cheekbones, deepened his lilt. The dew that leaked from his cockhead was further evidence that he was speaking the truth. 

“I love touching you,” she confessed.

“Ach, I can’t take much more of this.” He groaned, his hands sliding into her hair, guiding her head toward his turgid shaft. “Make it wet, darling. So it will fit more easily into your tight little cunny.”

She eagerly did as he instructed. Tonguing his cock, she lubricated its steely length. When she arrived at the bulging crown, she parted her lips, taking him deep, and his breath hissed through his teeth.

His hands tightened in her hair, stilling her. “That’s enough. Lie back now and spread those pretty legs for me.”

His lordly command sent flames of desire licking over her skin. She obeyed, placing her head against the pillows. He knelt between her thighs, and her bosom surged with anticipation—and just the tiniest smidgen of anxiety—as the broad head of his cock lodged against her vulnerable flesh.




*




Alaric looked upon his Emma and knew how Ares must have felt when gazing upon Aphrodite. Desire. Covetousness. Fierce possessiveness tempered by an equally fierce dose of tenderness. Yet Ares, that wretched Olympian, could only claim Aphrodite as his lover for she’d been wed to another god. Emma, on the other hand, was all Alaric’s, and he would never, ever let her go.

He told himself that he’d done the right thing in eloping with her. In giving in to her sweet request. Why delay the inevitable? Now she belonged to him, and the torment of waiting was over. His cock strained to make the ultimate claim, yet first he had to be sure his duchess was ready to take him.

Taking his rigid member in hand, he teased them both by running the burgeoned tip through her damp petals. He groaned at her lushness, her cream coating his head. Withdrawing, he found her opening with his fingers, eased his middle digit inside. Her little passage clenched him immediately.

“You’re delicate, pet.” He fingered her, drawing out her wetness, not wanting to hurt her. “It might sting a little at first.”

“I’m not afraid. I want you, Alaric,” she said steadily. “Come inside me.”

Unable to hold back any longer, he lowered himself onto her giving softness, notching his cock to her slit. He pushed slowly between her dewy lips. A strangled sound left him at the snug fit, the decadent squeeze of her virginal sheath around his invading cock. She stiffened beneath him, and it took all of his willpower to hold still, to not thrust all the way home as his every instinct clamored to do.

“Sweeting?” he said, looking into her eyes.

“It feels strange,” she said breathlessly. “Is the fit always this...tight?”

Perspiration misted on his brow as he battled for control. “’Tis only because it’s your first time. You’ll get used to me.”

“Are you, um, all the way in yet?”

He looked down—a mistake. The sight of their joined bodies, of her pretty pussy stretched around the thick meat of his shaft nearly undid him.

“About halfway,” he managed. He was definitely overestimating, but he didn’t want to frighten her.

“Halfway?” she said with clear dismay. “You’re too big.”

At the mention of its size, his vain beast puffed up even further. “You’ll adjust to me in a moment,” he said, gritting his teeth. “Try to relax, pet.”

“Maybe if I move a little...”

Before he could dissuade her, she tipped her hips up, the motion making him slide deeper into her heat. She gasped; he groaned at the torturous pleasure. His cock was halfway buried in the hottest, tightest quim he’d ever had—and he couldn’t move.

“It doesn’t sting as much now,” she said. “Can you try again—but go slowly?”

He wanted to sing Hallelujah with the angels.

“Aye, pet.” He rocked his hips. “Whatever you want...”

He moved back and forth carefully. Seeing that she didn’t show any signs of pain, he went a little deeper the next pass and the next. He could feel her flowering around him. She let out a sigh, her lushness surrounding him, gripping him. Lungs burning, he finally sank himself to the hilt and held.

“How is that, darling?”

Her eyes were heavy-lidded. “Mmm, quite...nice.”

“We’ll have to do better than nice,” he said huskily.

Leaning down, he suckled her nipple as he began moving again. When she moaned, her hands tangling in his hair, he knew her discomfort had passed. He quickened his thrusts, groaning as her hips began to accompany his movements, lifting naturally, perfectly, to take him even deeper. When her head began to toss restlessly on the pillow, he gripped her soft bottom and plunged, angling his prick to graze her pearl, grinding against the sensitive peak. Over and again, he did this, circling his hips, using the unyielding root of his cock to maximize her pleasure and ratcheting up his own in the process.

He was wild for her, a hair’s breadth from spending harder than he ever had in his life. She writhed against him, their bodies straining together, slick with sweat.

“Oh my goodness,” she gasped.

“That’s it,” he rasped, increasing the ferocity of his thrusts. “Spend for me. I want to feel you come around my cock.”

“Alaric.”

“Yes, sweetheart,” he groaned. “Christ, you’re milking me so hard I can’t—”

His climax roared over him. Waves of heat boiled up from his balls. He shuddered with ecstasy as his seed jetted hotly inside his wife, as her fulfillment wrung him of his own.

Afterward, he rolled them both onto their sides so that they faced each other, their bodies still joined. He kissed her forehead and ran a possessive hand over her hip.

“How do you feel?” he said softly.

“Wonderful.” Eyes dreamy, she whispered, “I love you, Alaric.”

He went still. Even as wild wings of pleasure beat in his chest, an equally strong panic set in. The past bared its feral claws, humiliation gutting him as he recalled the times he’d spoken of love, how Laura had wrung countless such professions from him. How desperate he’d been for her affection and how in the end it hadn’t been enough. How he hadn’t been enough.

You’re a selfish bastard. You’re not capable of love—or deserving of it.

Sudden anger chilled his insides, banishing the afterglow. He’d been clear with Emma, honest from the start. She couldn’t expect his love when he had none to give, and lying would only make matters worse in the long run.

Suspicion pierced him. Does she think she can manipulate me? Because she convinced me to elope with her, does she think she has me wrapped around her finger?

That misconception had to be nipped in the bud.

“Thank you, pet,” he said coolly, “but it isn’t necessary.”

The lazy contentment in her eyes faded. A myriad of emotions flitted across her face, and he tensed for the inevitable backlash. For the accusations and tears.

After a moment, she laid a hand on his jaw. Her eyes steady and clear, she said, “I know.”

When she said nothing else, profound relief trickled through him. She wasn’t trying to ambush him, control him. Shame spurred his heartbeat, yet he didn’t know how to apologize...so instead he kissed her. The ready sweetness of her response flummoxed him, and despite their recent coupling, desperate hunger rose in him again.

Tumbling her onto the pillows, he let his need take over, intent upon showing her that passion was enough to build a marriage on.

Because it had to be.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




On her fifth morning at Strathmore, Emma decided that she’d had enough.

Not of her new home, which turned out to be magnificent despite it not being an authentic castle. She was certain her sisters would be tickled pink over the grand turreted towers and the view of the rolling green hills and shimmering loch from the battlement.

She didn’t even mind her new role as duchess, which was not as intimidating as she’d imagined. Returning from London, Jarvis had offered felicitations with a twinkle in his eyes and then proceeded to introduce her to the staff. Emma took pains to remember everyone’s name and was relieved to find them an efficient, no-nonsense bunch. She especially liked the cook, Mrs. Murray, who’d generously shared the recipe for the duke’s favorite Scotch pie.

Overall, Emma thought she was settling quite nicely into her new life—with one exception: her husband was driving her mad.

As she descended the sweeping staircase, she reflected that her present state of exasperation wasn’t due to his cool reception to her words of love. His reply had smarted—but, truthfully, it hadn’t surprised her all that much either. He’d told her his views on love, and she didn’t expect him to change overnight, especially knowing what she did of his history.

Her love was a gift; she’d offered it without strings.

At the same time, she didn’t expect him to block her out because of it.

Ever since their wedding night, Alaric’s behavior had been...strange.

On the one hand, some of his old impassiveness had returned. ’Twas as if the progress they’d made before their marriage had eroded. Any time she brought up a more intimate topic of conversation, he regressed to politeness. Or shut her out with excuses—he had tenants to visit, correspondence to dictate.

Paint to watch dry on a wall, perhaps?

Her fear that she’d made a mistake in her marriage might have turned into full-fledged panic...if Alaric hadn’t expressed his need for her in other ways.

Because even as he withdrew from her emotionally, he couldn’t seem to get enough of her physically. When they were together, he couldn’t keep his hands off of her. Yesterday, they’d had a picnic in one of the estate’s wooded glens, and blood rushed beneath her skin as she recalled their lusty frolic outdoors. How he’d bade her to sit atop his mouth, his tongue impaling her as she writhed in helpless pleasure. After her bursting climax, he’d pressed her onto her hands and knees, entering her swiftly from behind, the passionate sounds of their coupling echoing through the forest…

Then he’d brought her home to his bed and made love to her until dawn.

There were the tokens of his affection as well. He showered her with things. Everything from baubles to bonbons—and yesterday he’d given her a beautiful silver-white mare that he planned to teach her to ride. The day before that he’d bought her a desk inlaid with mother-of-pearl and had it set up for her in his study so that they could work in each other’s company.

Emma was patient, but Alaric’s contradictory behavior was testing even her limits. She was a practical sort and didn’t require words to tell her that he cared for her, enjoyed her company—his actions in this regard spoke clearly. Why, then, was he simultaneously trying to erect a wall between them?

Perhaps he was adjusting to being a husband.

Well, she’d given him five days. That was long enough.

Arriving at the door to his study, she marched in, ready to do battle if necessary to get her answers.

“Good morning, pet.” Rising from his desk, he came to her. The smile that warmed his eyes turned her knees to water. “You look good enough to eat.”

Her wits scattered. Breathlessly, she said, “So do you.”

“I’ve created a monster. Lucky me,” he murmured as he drew her in for his kiss.

The entry of a footman—followed by his hasty apology and retreat—made them come up for air.

“Goodness, what will the servants think of us?” Emma said with a flustered laugh.

“They’ll think I’m a red-blooded Scotsman with an itch for his wife.”

As tempted as Emma was to give into the seductive gleam in his eyes, she knew they had matters to address. She smoothed her skirts and, to distract herself from licentious impulses, wandered a safe distance over to the shelves that covered the far wall of the room.

As she tried to marshal her thoughts and strategy, her gaze caught on an object. Sitting alone on a shelf and encased in a glass box, the Grecian urn looked ancient: its ebony glaze was crackled, one of the two curving handles missing. Nonetheless, the red-brown drawings on its surface remained intact and raised goose pimples on her skin.

She recognized that figure. The soldier with the crested helmet, his anguished expression, those raised fists pounding against the walls of the urn for eternity.

She’d seen that same character depicted in that horrid painting in Alaric’s bedroom.

Intuition flashed: what significance did this suffering soldier have for Alaric? Why did this ravaged figure invade his innermost sanctuaries?

“Who is that?” she said, pointing at the urn. “The man, I mean. He’s the same one in that painting you have in London, isn’t he?”

Silence. For an instant, she thought he might not respond.

“That’s Ares. The Greek God of War,” Alaric said tonelessly. “The painting and urn depict a myth about him.”

Foreboding crept over her. “What is the myth about?”

“According to legend, Ares was born of immaculate conception. His mother, the goddess Hera, conceived him on her own to gain revenge on her unfaithful husband Zeus. Not surprisingly, Zeus felt no kinship toward Ares, who was not of his blood.” Alaric retreated behind his desk, shuffling papers as he continued to tell the story with cool detachment. “After giving birth, Hera’s vengeance was accomplished so she, too, was indifferent to the child. Thus, when Ares one day went missing, neither of his parents noticed—or cared particularly.”

Emma’s throat cinched. “What happened to him?”

“Being a lad, he liked to play with his friends. It happened that he chose his friends poorly.” Alaric shrugged. “He got caught up with a pair of Giants—twins with a nasty sense of humor. For fun, they trapped him in a bronze jar and locked the lid. They held him captive for years, and the isolation almost made him lose his mind.”

She couldn’t bear the bleakness of his tone. She crossed over to him, yet the wintry cast of his eyes warned her not to approach too closely.

Facing him across the desk, she said, “How did Ares get out?”

“Another god ended up freeing him. Ever since that incident, however, Ares was filled with uncontrollable fury and a taste for destruction. He was mindlessly aggressive—it wasn’t for nothing that he became the God of War. Needless to say, the other gods didn’t like him much.”

“He was misunderstood,” Emma said fiercely. “All he needed was love and compassion.”

“He was a bastard—unloved and unwanted.” To her disbelief, Alaric turned back to his papers. “Now if there’s nothing else, I have work to—”

“Why does Ares matter to you?” she said.

Alaric flicked a glance at her. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“He’s in your bedchamber, your study. You named your deerhounds after his companions. Surely there must be a reason for it.”

“Perhaps I merely find his story interesting.”

“Perhaps you could do me the courtesy of telling me the truth.”

The indifference fled his eyes. He quickly masked it with distaste. “Emma, I’m busy. I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

Her simmering temper boiled over. “Our marriage is not nonsense. Stop shutting me out—I won’t stand for it.”

“You’re giving me an ultimatum?” His expression hardened.

“I am not your dead wife,” she said in annoyance. “What we’re having is known as a conversation. It’s what married people do.”

“And if I don’t want to talk?” he said icily.

“Then be a coward and hide in your blasted jar!”

“What the devil is that supposed to mean?”

He was white-lipped, livid. She was too angry to care.

“It means that you’re the one putting up the wall between us,” she snapped. “If you’re too afraid to tell me what’s really going on, then you deserve to stay right where you are.”

A hush fell over the study.

“You want to know?” he said with menacing softness. “Fine, I have something to show you.”




*




On the way over to the banks of the loch, he questioned himself again and again.

Do you really want her to know the truth?

He’d never taken anyone to the cave. Not Laura—not even Charlie. Yet something in him would not relent, and it was too late anyway; Emma had issued the challenge, and he could not back down. The looming dread that he’d been battling since their wedding night now suffused him completely. Perhaps it was better this way. The waiting—the anticipation of the blade’s descent—was too much to bear.

Best to get it over with.

Best to be done with illusions of love once and for all.

So now he found himself with Emma at the loch, its blue surface gently rippling and studded with diamonds of sunlight. A rock-strewn beach ringed the water, and green hills rose all around. His steps grew heavier and heavier, yet he trudged on until they reached the place that he was looking for: the opening to the cavern that time and tides had carved into the bank.

“A secret cave?” she said.

He helped her over the boulders and into the sheltered grotto. Although he hadn’t been there in years, it was exactly how he remembered it. Humid and dark, the silence was buffered by the sound of lapping water and wailing gulls. He smelled moss and earth and remembered loneliness.

Emma was looking at him, her head canted. Waiting for him to speak.

“This was the place I escaped to as a lad.” The words emerged matter-of-factly. “When I could manage to get away from my uncle’s cruelties, I came here.” He placed a palm against the mossy wall, remembering how he’d huddled against that stony pillow, retching, gutted by pain. “Sometimes I prayed the water would rush in. That it would cover everything. End everything.”

He heard Emma’s sharp intake of breath.

Now she would see how weak, how disgustingly pathetic he’d been.

Ruthlessly, he forced himself to forge on. “When I got sick, my uncle believed I was faking my symptoms to gain attention. He said I was a weakling and a liar. He valued strength and perfection above all else—and he despised me for being a failure on both counts.”

“Did he…hurt you?”

“I preferred the beatings to his other punishments,” Alaric said flatly. “To the isolation, starvation, and scorn. There wasn’t a day that went by without him telling me how contemptible I was. How worthless.”

“Why didn’t your aunt stop his abuses?” Emma’s voice quivered.

“She worshipped her husband and never went against his wishes. Not that it would have mattered if she did. His will was law.”

“What a horrid man! He had no cause to treat you so.” Emma tugged on his arm, and he turned, meeting her eyes, the unexpected fire in them fighting back some of his inner frost. “How was it your fault that you had an illness, for God’s sake? The fact that you survived and regained your health—that’s a testament to your strength and courage.”

Her conviction was like a beacon in the darkness. His beautiful Emma—his soul hungered for her light, her warmth. Yet he couldn’t go on letting her believe that she loved him when she hadn’t seen all that he was. His dark inadequacies and failures.

“Then why did my father and stepmother want to be rid of me? Why was my mama unhappy until the day she died?” The words were razors in his throat. “Will—he was always loved. But not me.”

“I didn’t know your family, so I can’t explain why they acted as they did.” Emma gripped both his arms. “But I know you, Alaric McLeod, and you are strong and clever and honorable. That is why I love you.”

Those words...sweet cruelty when they were all he wanted and could not have.

“You’ve a loving heart, Emma,” he said roughly. “You could love anyone.”

“That’s untrue.” She stared at him, gnawing on her lip. “If my love doesn’t convince you, think of all the other ladies who have wanted you through the years. From what I’ve heard,” she said, her tone dry, “that accounts to hordes.”

“What do they know about me?” he said with a dismissive shrug. “They see the title, the money. They do not see me.”

“I see you,” Emma said fiercely, “and I love you.”

She’s going to find out sooner or later. Better to face her disappointment now. She’ll hate you less in the long run…

Bracing himself, he said, “Laura claimed that I wasn’t capable of love. That I took her love for granted. The last time we argued she said I’d only understand if…if I lost everything. That was why she took Charlie with her when she left.”

The last time Alaric had come to the cave was after Charlie’s funeral. Alone, he hadn’t been able to shed a single tear. Had just sat there as cold and numb as the surrounding stone. What kind of a man didn’t weep over the loss of his boy?

I failed you, Charlie. Because I couldn’t love you enough.

He forced himself to say what history had proven. “The truth is, I’m not deserving of love—because I’m not capable of giving it.”

The dark walls surrounded him, closed him in.




***











CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




Emma’s heart broke at the pain, the unrelenting guilt in Alaric’s voice. He couldn’t even look at her, his gaze fixed on the wall of the cave. His expression was worse than ravaged, it was resigned: as if this were a stone prison that he could never escape.

A more refined lady might have approached him with caution, politely given him time to collect himself. Emma was too forthright, too furious to hold her tongue.

“For God’s sake, you can’t honestly believe that drivel?” she demanded.

His head snapped up. “Pardon?”

“That self-serving nonsense your previous duchess fed you.” She glared at him. “You cannot think it is true.”

“Well, I…” He broke off, blinking.

“You married her, remained faithful to your vows even when she did not. You could have divorced her or abandoned her, but you didn’t. You stayed and gave her the protection of your name.” Emma poked him in the chest. “What is that, if not love?”

Alaric stared at her. “It was...my duty. She was my wife. My responsibility. And even if I’d once had feelings for her,”—he shook his head—“they died.”

“Because she killed them. She didn’t deserve your love—which, by the by, isn’t just about words.” Emma was working herself into a fine rage and didn’t even care. “It’s about actions. It’s ridiculous that you think you aren’t capable of love when you show it every single day.”

“I…do?”

“Of course. You haven’t said you love me, but I’m quite certain you do. Because you demonstrate your affection for me in ways other than words.”

He looked dumbstruck.

“Alaric,” she said in exasperation, “you’ve filled my closets with finery fit for a queen, given me more jewelry than I could possibly wear in a lifetime, installed me in a castle—”

“That’s just money,” he said starkly.

“You listen to me,” she persisted, “and respect my opinion even if you don’t agree. For goodness’ sake, you support my desire to be an investigator—how many husbands would do that?”

“I’m not going to stand in the way of your dreams.”

“Exactly. Because you care about my happiness. So much so that you’re making efforts to get to know my family because you know how much they mean to me.”

Was it her imagination or did his eyes flicker, some of the desolation fading?

“I like your family,” he said gruffly.

“And they like you. How could they not?” She laid a hand on his taut jaw. “You’re wonderful.”

She saw hope spark…and then he shook his head. “So wonderful that I got you kidnapped and nearly killed.”

“Stop it,” she said hotly. “You are not going to blame yourself for that lunatic Mercer. What happened was not your fault.”

“All my life, people have scorned me—hated me.” His lips twisted. “If that’s not my fault, whose is it?”

“Theirs. Your family’s because they didn’t understand you. Your guardian’s because he was an evil tyrant. Yes, he was,” she said when he remained broodingly silent. “How he treated a sick young boy was despicable.”

“I didn’t cry...when Charlie died.” Alaric’s confession was hoarse. “And as much as my aunt’s done for me, I don’t love her.”

“Everyone experiences grief in different ways. My papa—he didn’t cry much either when my mama passed, but he nearly went mindless with sorrow,” Emma said gently. “As for Lady Patrice, I can’t say I blame you. She’s an odd bird, isn’t she?”

She saw yearning and panic flare in his jade eyes. She sensed how badly he wanted to believe her. How afraid he was to do so.

“Mercer,” he said, clearly grasping at straws. “True, he was an evil lunatic, but the fact is that he hated me enough to try to kill me. Twice. Why am I always the target of attack?”

Tenderness thickened her throat. With both hands, she reached up and cupped his jaw. “Mercer was jealous of you. Your success, who you are. Alaric, don’t you see it?”

“See what?”

“How special you are. How loving and deserving of love. Not because of your title or money or position—but because you look out for your younger brother and help him, even though you won’t let him know it. Because you’ve survived hardship and loss, and it’s only made you stronger. Because you see something special in me, a managing, independent spinster—and you make me feel beautiful and cherished.” Her voice broke a little. “I love you, Alaric.”

For a long moment, crashing waves filled the silence.

“Christ, Emma,” he said, his words raw and ragged, “I love you so much it hurts.”

Joy burst within her. “I know.”

Because she did.

His arms closed like a vise around her, his lips descending with crushing force. She answered his desperate love with her own. She licked his thrusting tongue, sucked upon it, wanting him closer. Wanting to share her body, her breath, everything that she was with her duke. Her love.

No trace of ice was left in his eyes, the irises burning with silver fire. He stripped away her clothes with savage haste, rendering delicate cloth, scattering buttons over the sandy floor. He backed her into the wall of the cave. Locking her wrists above her head, he devoured her mouth, owning her with his kiss. After all he’d laid bare, she understood his need to be in control once more, and she melted for him, gave him anything he asked. Her back arched against the mossy stone as his lips captured her nipple, sucking deep.

“I’ll never get enough of you. My duchess, my love,” he rasped.

Her answer emerged as a whimper for he was caressing her pussy, smearing her wetness over her pearl, plunging into her aching hole. He drove deep, his long fingers curling, stimulating an exquisite spot high inside. Shocks of pleasure shot down her legs; already, an orgasm was blooming.

“Your cunny is so wet and greedy. Tell me what it needs,” he commanded.

“You, my love,” she breathed. “I need you inside me. Always.”

He opened his trousers, and a heartbeat later, she was lifted up against the wall. Her feet dangling off the ground, she was held aloft by his strength, by the upward thrust of his big cock. He impaled her completely, and she screamed as she came.
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He shuddered as Emma’s climax pulsed around his rock-hard shaft. Her slick muscles clutched at him, the voluptuous massage drawing his bollocks up tight. He withdrew and drove deep, her cream easing his way. Driven by an animal need to possess, he slammed into her over and again.

“You feel so bluidy perfect,” he grated.

“Oh, Alaric,” she sighed, “so do you.”

“I could fuck you forever.”

“Good, because I don’t want you to stop…” Her lashes fluttered over her gloriously dazed eyes. “I think I’m going to…oh…”

She stiffened, and the tides of her second climax rippled over him, making his eyes roll back with bliss. In the next second, he had her on the floor, spreading her beneath him on the mattress of sand. Pushing her knees back, he drove into her, groaning at the depth of the angle, at how totally she received him.

“Take me,” he said hoarsely. “All of me.”

“I’m yours.” Her beautiful eyes held him as sweetly as her body. “Forever.”

Her acceptance shredded his control. His balls slapped her pussy again and again as he lost himself in the unrivaled joy of being one with his wife. The mate to his soul. Fire licked up his spine, his cock, and his seed climbed with volatile pressure. This time he didn’t hold back, surging deeply, shuddering as he brushed her womb. He heard her cry out and then his own groan exploded against the walls of the cavern.

He pumped hotly into her again and again, his release without end. She clasped him, milked him, her culmination emptying him of everything he’d been. Shattering and rebuilding him with ecstasy.

When he could move again, he rolled her atop him. Threading his fingers reverently through her tumbled tresses, he let out a contented sigh. “You were made for me, lass. Everything I’ve ever wanted.”

A smile tucked into her cheeks. “You wanted a duchess who makes love in caves?”

“I wanted a wife to love.” Tenderly, he rubbed his thumb over her kiss-swollen lips. “One who would love me in return.”

“You’ve definitely got yourself that.”

“Don’t ever leave me.”

“Never,” she said.

Her kiss was as warm and sweet as her promise, dissolving the last of the frost inside him.




***











CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




The dowager arrived from London the next morning with luggage and servants in tow. Emma received her in the castle’s main salon and placed a dutiful kiss on the lady’s powdery cheek. After ringing for tea, she took a seat on the adjacent chaise.

“Where is Strathaven?” the dowager said immediately.

“He’s caught up in a meeting with the land manager. He’ll be out shortly.”

“Well, you two have been naughty children,”—Lady Patrice wagged her finger, the rust-red stone upon it gleaming dully—“but I forgive you. Impetuosity is the privilege of the young.”

“There was no sense in waiting,” Emma said prosaically. “We both knew what we wanted.”

Lady Patrice studied her with alert blue eyes. “One can’t blame you for jumping at the chance to be a duchess.”

Annoyance flared in Emma. “That isn’t why I married him.”

“Why then?”

“I love him,” Emma said, “and he loves me.”

“Well, that is a different story. One that I hope shall not be a repeat of Strathaven’s last marriage.” Shadows flitted through the dowager’s gaze.

Emma’s irritation waned. Lady Patrice was just being protective of Alaric. Knowing Alaric’s past as she now did, however, Emma found that she couldn’t quite forgive the dowager for failing to protect a vulnerable boy from the old duke’s abuses. Yet what good would it do to hold a grudge against an elderly lady?

“I will do my utmost to make Alaric happy,” Emma said.

At that moment, the subject of discussion strode in, and Emma wanted to sigh at the sight of her husband. He was so handsome, his Prussian blue jacket and buff trousers molded to his muscular form. More than that, it was the love glowing in his jade eyes, softening the wicked perfection of his face. He looked younger, happier.

And he was all hers.

Picking up her hand, Alaric pressed a warm kiss on her wrist. “Manage to sleep in, love?”

She nodded. For once, she’d slept past dawn, and she’d awoken to find him gone, a single red rose next to her pillow. Who would have thought Strathaven would turn out to be such a romantic?

“I’m glad you got some rest.” Turning, he greeted his aunt and said, “I’ve been instructing Emma on the duties of the duchess. I must say she is an apt pupil and most willing to learn. She’s been applying herself most…vigorously.”

Emma narrowed her eyes at her husband. His expression remained impassive; his eyes, however, danced with the devil’s merriment.

Oblivious to the by-play, Lady Patrice said in approving tones, “I’m glad that you appreciate the importance of your new position, my dear.”

“As it turns out, Emma can adapt readily to any position,” His Grace said outrageously. “I am indeed a lucky man.”

The dowager frowned. “Is something the matter, Emma dear? You’re looking rather flushed. Perhaps Strathaven has been working you too hard?”

Cheeks afire, Emma tried not to look at Alaric whose shoulders were silently shaking.

“Actually, I’ve enjoyed learning the ropes here,” she said, “although certain aspects of Strathmore are rather complicated and exasperating to manage.”

“As I was the mistress of the keep for many years,” Lady Patrice said mistily, “perhaps I could be of assistance?”

“Are you free on the morrow, Aunt?” Alaric said. “I just met with the land manager. The storm that blew through here last month apparently did damage to some of the cottages, and I’ll be out late tomorrow surveying the repairs.” He smiled at Emma. “You ladies can keep each other company and talk about Strathmore.”

Lady Patrice’s lips curled. “I would dearly love a chat. Would you care to meet me at the dowager house—say at two o’clock?”

Emma told herself that there was naught to be gained from holding onto animosity, especially against a lady who, as Alaric had said, had been powerless to stop her husband’s cruelties.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Emma said. “That sounds lovely.”




*




The next day, Emma arrived at the dowager’s residence at the appointed hour. Lady Patrice’s home was situated on a slight rise overlooking the loch. It was an impressive building, echoes of the castle in its neo-gothic stone facade and small decorative turrets. To Emma’s surprise, the dowager met her at the door.

“I gave the servants the afternoon off,” the lady said, her putty-colored skirts swishing as she led the way to the drawing room. “After the long journey from London, they deserved it. I hope you don’t mind that we’ll be fending for ourselves.”

She gestured toward the tea tray on the coffee table.

“I don’t mind at all.” Emma smiled as she sat adjacent to her hostess. “I’ve been fending for myself for most of my life.”

“How very industrious. Now I hope I shan’t bore you by starting with the history of the Strathaven family?”

“I’d love to hear it.”

“Excellent.” The dowager beamed. “Let me pour you some tea, and we’ll begin.”

Sipping the brew, Emma listened as Lady Patrice told a tale of a powerful clan with roots reaching back to the thirteenth century. Over the years, different branches of the clan flourished, although there was plenty of bloody history within the family as well. Conflicts pitted one branch against another, and the winning side did not take kindly to the losers, harassing their people and pillaging their lands.

Despite the fascinating topic, Emma had to stifle a yawn. Perhaps it was the dowager’s voice—it had a mesmeric drone to it. Feeling groggy, Emma drained her cup in hopes that the tea would revive her.

“Our branch was particularly astute,” Lady Patrice said fondly. “When it came to the wars with the English, we made sure to have family supporting both causes. By playing both sides of the field, we were always assured of a winner. In this way, we secured the Duchy of Strathaven and the lands we hold to this day.”

“How...clever.” Emma couldn’t stop the yawn this time. “I’m sorry. I—I must be more tired than I realized.”

“I know. You have been busy after all. Taking my role, my boy away from me.”

Emma blinked as the dowager’s smiling face split into two. “P-pardon?”

“Don’t fight it, dear. You must be feeling tired. Just lay your head down.”

The room grew blurry, the dowager’s voice slow and distorted. Emma’s lashes felt as heavy as lead, and she couldn’t keep her eyes from closing. Gentle hands guided her down into an abyss of darkness.




*




On horseback, Alaric galloped through the fields back toward the castle. He’d completed the task at the cottages ahead of schedule. Dusk was falling, the sun sinking toward the horizon, casting blood-red streaks into the sky. He wondered if Emma was watching the sunset, thinking of him as he was of her.

His lips curved, and he urged his stallion to go faster.

As he neared the gates of the estate, he saw approaching plumes of dust. Riders...two of them. Strange, he wasn’t expecting visitors.

He halted his mount for their approach.

His surprise deepened when he recognized the faces.

“Kent? Will? What are you doing—?” he said.

“Where’s Emma?” Kent said tersely.

For Emma’s sake, Alaric had hoped that her family had accepted their decision to elope. That they’d accepted him. Jaw taut, he said, “We’re wed. There’s no changing—”

“The dowager poisoned you,” Will cut in.

Alaric jerked. “What?”

“That’s why we’re here. Lugo tracked down the actress. Lily White confessed that it was Patrice who hired her to lace your whiskey.”

No. No, it can’t be.

Panic punched Alaric in the gut.

“We’ll explain the rest,” Will said. “First we need to know that everyone is safe. Where’s your lass?”

Alaric was already spurring his horse toward the house.

“With Patrice,” he shouted.




***











CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




According to Jarvis, Emma had left the castle before two in the afternoon and had not yet returned. Frantically, Alaric rode through the darkening dusk to the dowager house, Kent and Will flanking him. He barged through the front door, bellowing Emma’s name.

No response.

No servants.

Fear worse than any he’d known gripped him.

“I dinna like this,” Will said grimly, echoing his own thoughts.

The three split up, searching the house. Alaric tore through the duchess’ bedchamber, and disbelieving fury roared over him when he found a leather satchel housing a collection of vials. The purpose of each vile potion was labeled in Patrice’s spidery hand.

Pain. Sedative. Endless Sleep.

He shouted for the others. Showed them the dowager’s diabolical arsenal.

“Where would Patrice take Emma?” Kent bit out. “If she intends to harm her?”

“She will probably try to make it look like an accident,” Will said.

Alaric’s hands balled. He looked out the window into the night, toward the shadowy movement of the water. Terror thudded in his chest. “The loch.”




*




In her dream, Emma drifted.

Surrounded by inky waves, she couldn’t resist their cool, silken pull. They lulled her, drawing her deeper and deeper into their embrace.

Yet something stopped her.

Don’t leave me.

She clung to the voice, yet the darkness was so strong. Overwhelming. The tides of oblivion rose quietly, inexorably around her…




*




Alaric saw the rowboat on the mist-shrouded loch. Glazed by moonlight, it floated, a silver leaf upon the glassy black surface. It was sinking.

He sprinted toward the water, stripping off his jacket and boots as he ran. He passed Patrice, didn’t stop, her voice following him with the eeriness of a spectre.

“It’s too late. You can’t save her.”

The hell I can’t.

He dove into the icy water, slashing the waves with sure strokes. Hold on lass, hold on, his heart thundered. The tides grew choppier, washed over his head, yet he pushed on, spitting water, kicking out against the churning depths. His muscles strained. His lungs burned. A single imperative drove him on.

Get to the boat and save his woman.

He saw the boat yards away, wrapped by tendrils of mist, its sides half-submerged. He battled the waves with renewed vigor, surging forward with powerful kicks. His hands closed on the wooden edge, and he hauled himself up.

Emma. The water was just closing over her face.

He yanked her up by the shoulders, shouted her name.

Limp, lifeless, she didn’t respond. 

He wrapped an arm around her, nestling her back against his chest. Vigilantly keeping her head above the water, he fought the currents with his free arm. The fog grew thicker, obscuring the way to safety, bearing down upon him. Fatigue turned his muscles to stone. Emma remained slumped in his desperate grasp.

“You stay with me, Emma,” he gritted out. “We do this together. Either way.”

“Strathaven! Where are you?”

Kent’s voice reached him, a buoy in the darkness.

“Over here!” Alaric shouted. “I’ve got her.”

Moments later, a yellow glow burned through the mist, followed by the bow of a boat. Kent dropped the oar and reached out, hoisting Emma aboard. Chest heaving, Alaric followed and knelt beside her.

“How is she?” he said hoarsely.

In the light of the single lantern, Kent’s face was bleak as he covered his sister in his jacket. “She’s breathing, but her pulse is weak.”

Panic seized Alaric. He cupped her chilled face. “Wake up, love.”

She didn’t reply, didn’t so much as flicker an eyelash at his plea.

His terror burgeoned until he could barely breathe.

“Devil take it, Emma,” he choked out, “you made me a bluidy promise, and you will keep it. You come back to me right now. You fight this!”

Was it his crazed imagination—or did her bosom rise on a fuller breath?

“Don’t leave me, love.” His voice cracked, and he cradled her to his chest, saying in an agonized whisper, “I’m not letting you go. Wherever you go, I’m coming with you...”

Emma coughed. Sputtered out water.

“Darling?” he said in a torment of hope.

Her lashes lifted. “A-Alaric?”

“Aye, lass.” His eyes stung. “I’m here.”

She coughed out more water. “Your aunt...she drugged me.”

Even as tears scalded his throat, his lips twitched at her indignation.

“I know, and I’ll be dealing with her shortly.” He smoothed a damp tendril from his beloved’s cheek. “You’re safe now. I’m never letting you out of my sight again.”

“You gave us a fright, Em,” Kent said gruffly.

Emma turned her head in his direction. “Thank you for rescuing me, Ambrose.”

“That’s what brothers are for. Although ’tis your duke here who deserves most of the credit.”

Emma looked up at Alaric, her expression so adoring that his throat burned once more.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you,” he said, his voice gravelly. “So damned much.”

He kissed her reverently, and in the warm vitality of her response, his fear receded.

When they reached the shore, Will was waiting. He had Patrice under his watch. As Alaric faced their aunt with Emma in his arms, he knew it was time for a reckoning.

He bit out a single word. “Why?”

The dowager’s plaintive smile made his gut roil. “Because, my dear boy, I was trying to save you, care for you, as I’ve always done. She,”—the bitch pointed a finger at Emma, and Alaric’s muscles bunched protectively—“would have hurt you. Just like Laura did.”

“You tried to kill my wife. Tried to kill me and murdered Clara Osgood instead,” he said through his clenched jaw. “Lily White confessed that it was you who hired her to put poison in my whiskey.”

Emma stiffened in his embrace. “I knew the maid was important.”

Patrice’s expression turned pleading. “Lady Osgood was an accident. How was I to know that she would drink your whiskey and so much of it? I wasn’t trying to kill you, dear boy, but to make you understand that you need me. You were pushing me away, Alaric. Distancing yourself.” Her eyes glittered with tears of madness. “I calibrated the dose perfectly to give you a reminder of your illness—what we had been through together, all those days and nights I spent nursing you. I never intended to harm you permanently. I planned to come to London and save you.”

At Emma’s gasp, Alaric knew that she’d reached the same nefarious conclusion as he had.

Insides churning, he said, “There was no illness, was there? It was you all along. All that I suffered—it was at your hand.”

His aunt licked her lips. “It wasn’t my fault. I had no choice.”

“No choice?” Emma choked out. “You crazed witch—”

Alaric held his wife back. “Let her finish.”

“It was my husband’s fault,” the dowager said, her lips trembling. “I loved my Henry—gave him everything—yet he betrayed me. With your whore of a mother.”

Shock jolted Alaric. He heard Will’s chuff of surprise.

“It was at a house party at Strathmore. We’d invited our poor relations to see the castle. And how did they repay us?” Rage lit Patrice’s eyes. “The slut seduced my duke—her own husband’s cousin—and got herself with a bastard.”

Pieces began to fall in place. Created a picture with sickening clarity.

“That’s why Da hated me.” The words left Alaric numbly. “Because I was not his.”

“To avoid scandal, we all agreed to keep it a secret. The truth would have accompanied us to our graves if my son hadn’t died. After that, everything changed.” Tears leaked down Patrice’s cheeks, her voice bloated with grief and self-pity. “Henry and I tried, yet we couldn’t have another child, and that made him turn from me. Made him remember that while he had no legitimate issue, he had a bastard with his blood. Without my consent, he made up his mind to take you—the spawn of a harlot—into our home.”

Alaric felt Emma’s arms squeezing around his waist, lending him strength.

“Under the guise of guardianship, Henry was going to raise his by-blow in my house. I couldn’t allow it.” Cunning curled Patrice’s lips. “So I hit upon the perfect solution. For I knew my duke well, knew how he despised weakness above all else. I gave him what he deserved: a frail, useless bastard, one that could never take my own son’s place.”

“You took your jealousy out on an innocent lad!” Will snarled. “Alaric had naught to do with any of it, you underhanded bitch!”

“I know. That is why I spent countless nights tending to him.” Malice melted to anxiety, the maniacal shift terrifying to behold. Alaric felt nauseated as his aunt looked upon him with glowing fondness. “The more my husband despised you, the more I loved you. I’d lost his affection, but I could have yours—and I could remain mistress of Strathmore...if certain obstacles were removed,” she said dreamily. “You were fourth in line to inherit, after all. And since your father obligingly died in that carriage accident, there were only two hurdles to surmount. Two childless, weak cousins who had never amounted to much. Their deaths were hardly noticed.”

Holy hell.

He said in disbelief, “You poisoned them...your husband’s kin?”

“I did what needed to be done to secure your legacy.” She smiled with horrible pride. “So we could be together, my dearest boy.”

A hideous thought seized him. “Laura, Charlie...”

“I had no hand in that. At first, I’ll admit I was concerned after your whirlwind marriage to that Jezebel,” Patrice said airily, “but when I met her, I knew that she posed no threat. It was clear the passion between the two of you would quickly sour. Laura didn’t need my help to destroy your marriage—she did it all by herself. But Emma here,”—the dowager shook her head morosely—“she was different, her hold on you too strong. She left me no choice but to take action.”

Alaric’s arms tightened around Emma. “You’ll never get near my wife again. We’re handing you over to the magistrates, and you are going to pay for your crimes.”

“She belongs in Bedlam,” Emma said.

“No.” Patrice stumbled backward. “I’m not going anywhere. I belong here.”

“There’s nowhere to run,” Kent said. “You cannot escape justice.” 

A mad, sly smile crossed Patrice’s features. “There’s always an escape.”

She twisted her ring; the carnelian flipped open. In a blink, she brought the hidden compartment to her lips, downing the contents. Her eyes bulged, and she fell to the sand.

“Bluidy hell,” Will exclaimed.

Kent crossed over and, crouching, placed a hand on the dowager’s neck. He shook his head.

Alaric didn’t know how to respond. Cold numbness spread over him as the revelations swirled in his head. Death, pain, and suffering. His aunt—a crazed murderess, perpetrator of countless ills...who lay dead before him. So many betrayals. It was too much to take in. He could sense the dark walls curving over his head, the past trapping him...

“Alaric?”

Emma’s steady voice reached him through the darkness. Her face came into focus, became his only focus when he saw the fierce love in her eyes. Her flame vanquished the prison walls, turned them into smoke.

“I’m here, my darling.” She cupped his jaw, and her warm strength seeped into him. “Everything will be all right.”

“Because of you,” he said hoarsely. “My love.”

He pulled her into his arms and held on tight.
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CHAPTER FORTY




At week’s end, Emma stood next to her husband as they bade farewell to Ambrose and Mr. McLeod. With his dark hair gleaming and virile form dressed with effortless elegance, Alaric appeared much like his normal self. At least on the surface. She knew the wounds inflicted by the dowager would take longer to heal, and she was determined to accompany him on that journey, no matter how long it took.

To her relief, he wanted her there by his side.

Talking long into the nights, he’d spoken of memories, feelings so hotly poignant that all she could do was hold him tighter. They’d discussed his realization: there was nothing wrong with him. The rejection he’d suffered—from his mama, his da, even the cruel man who’d been his biological father—none of it had been his fault. The lack of love he’d received hadn’t been because he was unlovable or ugly, stupid or weak.

The truth was terrible yet liberating: he’d been the unlucky product of an illicit affair and the target of a deranged woman.

Alaric had shed tears; so had Emma.

When even that had been insufficient, they’d made love with a frantic rawness that forged them body and soul. The scorching intimacies of the previous night spangled warmth over Emma’s skin, and when she slid a look at Alaric, she saw the answering smolder in his beautiful eyes.

“Well, Kent and I had best be off,” Mr. McLeod said.

“Bring your families for a visit soon,” Alaric said. “We welcome their company.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.” A smile in his eyes, Ambrose pulled her aside. “Is there any message you’d like me to pass onto the family, Em?”

“Just this.” Emma rose on her tiptoes and hugged her brother fiercely. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear, “for everything. I’ll miss you.”

“Be happy, Em,” he whispered back.

Next to them, the McLeod brothers eyed one another warily.

Mr. McLeod spoke first. “I guess this is goodbye then.”

“For now,” Alaric said quietly. “If you change your mind, if you want to take up what is rightfully yours—”

“Nay, you were the one who suffered for it. You’ve worked to make the dukedom what it is. I wouldn’t know how to be a duke and wouldn’t want to learn,” Mr. McLeod said. “In my eyes and that of the world, you are Strathaven.”

After a moment, Alaric gave a terse nod.

Extending his hand, Mr. McLeod said gruffly, “Seems a pity, though. Just when matters were settling between us, it turns out we’re not brothers after all.”

“You’re my brother, William,” Alaric said, “in every way that counts.”

Heat prickled Emma’s eyes as her husband took his sibling’s hand—and pulled the other into a fierce hug. The embrace between the two big Scotsmen lasted approximately half a second before they broke apart.

Mr. McLeod coughed into his fist. “I’ll, ahem, be seeing you then.”

“Aye,” Alaric said, equally red-faced.

“Give our love to everyone,” Emma said.

Alaric put his arm around her, and together they waved as their family departed.

When they were alone, she turned to look at her husband. Touched a hand to his jaw.

“How are you?” she said softly.

He nuzzled her palm. “Never better.”

“After everything with your aunt and now Mr. McLeod leaving—”

He placed a finger against her lips, stemming the flow of words. “Don’t fuss, love. I’m better. Better than I can recall ever being. You see, I came to several realizations this morning.”

Searching his brilliant gaze, she tipped her head to the side. “What were they?”

“The past is over. Patrice is dead, and her soul will be judged for her sins. I don’t want to be imprisoned by hatred—it’s not my cross to bear.”

“No, it isn’t.” Emma’s throat thickened at his courage. Despite all the suffering he’d known, he was choosing freedom, the higher path. “She can’t hurt you anymore.”

“Aye. Even better, when I woke up this morning, you were there beside me.” He rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip. “You held me through the night, were so soft and wet and ready for me when I made love to you at dawn. And do you know what I realized then?”

The wonder in his voice made her eyes sting. “What, my darling?”

“Somehow all of this brought me to you. You’ve freed me, Emma,” he said tenderly. “Because of you, I know what it is to love and be loved.”

How could she resist this man?

“You’ve always known how to love—you just didn’t get enough in return. Never fear,” she said with a sniffle, “I shall make up for it. I’m going to be the duchess of your dreams.”

“You already are. Although, now that you mention it, there do remain several variations to your position that we’ve yet to explore.” His slow, wicked smile sent love and desire tumbling through her. “Care for a demonstration, Your Grace?”

“Always, Your Grace,” she said.

He kissed her with a passion that left her breathless. Sweeping her up in his arms, he carried her upstairs. And while her duke proceeded to teach her thrilling new ways to love, she proved, as always, that she was a duchess up to the task.




***











EPILOGUE




Other men might fear finding their wives in compromising situations.

Alaric anticipated it—a good thing, given who he was married to.

Stalking through the winding hedges, he arrived at the edge of the moonlit garden, and his blood heated as he spotted the familiar figure of his duchess. She was in the gazebo; she had her back turned to him—and she was not alone.

Soundlessly, he approached. Cleared his throat.

Violet, who was standing on the gazebo railing, spun around with the ease of an acrobat. A telescope dangled from one of her hands. “Gadzooks, you startled me!”

“Your Grace.” This came from Thea, who curtsied and hastily jammed a pair of opera glasses into her reticule. “We weren’t, um, expecting you.”

“Darling, I didn’t think you were coming tonight.” Smiling, Emma stood on tiptoe and brushed her lips against his jaw. “I thought you and Tremont planned to have a late night of cards.”

Recently, Alaric had been concerned about his friend, who didn’t quite seem himself. Emma had encouraged him to spend the night with Tremont at the club. Halfway through the evening, however, instinct had told him to seek his wife out. Or maybe he just missed her.

Either way, he should have known that she was up to something.

“If I may be so bold,” he said, “what is going on here?”

His cool, polite tones had their intended effect. Violet hopped down from the railing, landing with the grace of a cat on her slippered feet. Grabbing Thea by the arm, she pulled the other out of the gazebo, saying cheerfully, “Marianne will be looking for us, so we’ll leave the explaining to Emma. Good evening, Your Grace!”

He bowed to his wife’s departing sisters. Then he turned to face his errant duchess.

He quirked a brow. “Well?”

“Now, Alaric, it’s not as bad as it looks,” she began.

“Does it look bad?” he inquired. “To find one’s wife in a dark garden—spying and taking notes?” He dropped his gaze to the notebook jutting out of her pearl-encrusted evening bag.

“I was just doing a little observation,” she said brightly. “You see, at a soiree earlier this week, I came upon a lady weeping in the retiring room. She thought her husband might be having an affair with Lady De Burgh. Since I happened to have an invitation to the party next door to the De Burghs, I promised her I’d take a look.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this to me?”

She peered up at him through her lashes. “I didn’t know if anything would come of it. I didn’t want to concern you over naught. If I saw anything tonight, however,” she said virtuously, “I was definitely going to tell you.”

“And did you, my love?” he said calmly. “See anything, I mean?”

She wrinkled her nose. “No. Someone did enter the bedchamber, but Lady De Burgh took the precaution of drawing the curtains before we could ascertain his identity.”

“She and Lord Galveston didn’t want an audience, no doubt.”

“Galveston?” Emma exclaimed. “How do you know it was him?”

“Because he and I do business together. When we meet at the club and he gets into his cups, his tongue loosens. He’s been having an affaire with Lady De Burgh for several weeks.”

Emma’s face fell. “Oh dear. I shall hate breaking the news to my clien—I mean, Lady Galveston.”

“Indeed.” He curled a finger under his wife’s chin, searching her clear eyes. “Now tell me why you didn’t trust me enough to inform me of your new case.”

That was his true concern. He’d made it clear that, as long as Emma didn’t compromise her safety in any way and kept him apprised of her activities, he supported her investigative pursuits. Not too long ago, in fact, he’d assisted her and Kent with a case. His financial knowledge had helped them to track down their client’s dowry, which had been ferreted into secret funds by a villainous uncle.

“I do trust you,” Emma said instantly. “You’re the best of husbands.”

“I am, of course, relieved to hear it.” 

Reaching up, she smoothed his lapels, fiddled with his cravat pin. “I planned to tell you about my newest case after I told you…my other news.”

He stilled.

“You’ve noticed that there hasn’t been any, um, interruption to our marital activities as of late?”

“Emma.” Heart thudding, he grabbed her hands. “Are you…are we…?”

Eyes sparkling, she nodded.

“My dearest love,” he breathed, “what the devil are you doing spying in a garden when you’re increasing—with my heir, no less?”

“We don’t know that it’s going to be a boy; it could very well be a girl. And any daughter of ours wouldn’t mind a little adventure…Alaric,” she said breathlessly, “what are you doing?”

“I’m getting you out of here.”

“I noticed. But I can walk.”

“Not as fast as I can.” He strode through the hedges with his duchess in his arms. “You shouldn’t be out in the night air. You should be resting, eating, whatever it is ladies in your condition do—”

“You’re not going to be like this the entire seven months, are you?”

He shot her a look.

She sighed. “I’m a Kent, darling. We’re robust, remember?”

“As to that, there’s to be no more sleuthing until our son is born.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Can’t I?”

Instead of arguing, she smiled. “You are happy about this, aren’t you?”

“Darling, I’m overjoyed.” Halting, he gazed into her eyes and saw his future so clearly and beautifully reflected. “Everything I’ve ever wanted, you’ve given me. And now we’re going to have a bairn as well.”

“I love you so much,” she said.

Words he’d never tire of hearing or saying. Because she’d taught him they were true.

“I love you, Emma.” He kissed her with all that was in his heart.

When he raised his head, she whispered, “Let’s go home.”

“I am home. With you, my love,” he said tenderly, “I finally am.”




***




I hope you enjoyed Emma and Alaric’s story! Next up is the passionate romance between Thea and Gabriel, the Marquess of Tremont…




A former spy with dangerous secrets fears nothing...except his dark desire for the delicate virgin he cannot have. 




With her frail constitution improving, Dorothea Kent yearns for a passionate love affair with enigmatic widower Gabriel, Marquess of Tremont. While Gabriel burns to possess the lovely virgin, he stays away because he won’t risk hurting her with his depraved needs. The pair’s tense impasse is broken when an enemy’s deadly plot brings them together: now they must fight their sizzling attraction…and for their lives.
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You’ve heard the rumors...



Yes, they’re all true. The women…the bank account…the really big…



Okay, I’m getting ahead of myself. I’m just saying, there’s a reason some call me Mr. Big. But none of it will matter to her. I’ve known her since we were kids. And she’s just as off limits now as she was then.



She’s my best friend’s little sister and when he asked me to give her the grand tour, he did not mean of my bedroom.



So Mr. Big has to stay under wraps… One problem, she’s the only woman I’ve ever truly loved. But with the secret I’m keeping, she’ll never love me back.





Chapter One

Emma

"I just don’t understand why you had to leave home."

Emma Welsh tried to navigate her suitcase through the slender aisle of the train. "Look Mum, can we have this conversation later? The train just arrived and I’m trying to get off. If we could just —"

But her mother wasn’t listening. "I just — you didn't have to go to university all the way in London. I mean, you would think after your brother … " Her mother's voice trailed off.

Emma put a hand up in apology to the man whose foot she’d nearly rolled over. “Mum, for the last time, I’m not him. And this is a really good opportunity for me. University of West London! Come on! It’s a great university. It’s a great program.”

“And about that program — I mean, honestly, photography? You couldn’t take something practical, like Business Administration?”

Emma dragged her suitcase and readjusted her backpack as she stepped down off the stairs to the platform. “Mum, can we please just have this conversation at another time? I just need to sort myself, okay?”

“Well, if you’re too busy for your mother.”

Emma knew this tactic well — guilt. And man, had her mother perfected it. For the last six months, ever since she’d said she wanted to do a Master’s in Photography at the University of West London, her mother had been all over her. Emma understood all the reasons her mother didn’t want her to go, but that still didn’t mean she had to live her life shut in a small town, not allowed to do anything or ever go anywhere. How was she ever supposed to do anything if she was trapped? All she wanted was freedom to make her own mistakes.

Her heart twinged even as she thought of her brother. She missed him terribly but it wasn’t fair that her mother used her brother against her. They were two different people. Not that different. Yes, okay, they had the same type of personality. They needed their freedom. And they had a serious enthusiasm for life. 

The difference was, while her brother’s sense of both freedom and adventure had been nurtured from the time he was young, Emma’s had not. So it was at the point that the bow was breaking. She either had to get out of her small town of Tenworth, or die a slow death, then eventually marry some poor, sad man who would also have given up on his dreams. Or one who was quite happy to never do anything else but live in their small village. 

That wasn’t for her. She at least had to see. She loved her small coastal village. She loved where she’d grown up, but she’d always felt a little trapped. It was like a hug that was far too tight with no room to move or breathe. 

London wasn’t like that. While her mother jabbered on, she reached into her backpack, swinging it around. Then she reached into the front pocket so she could pull out the small, sky blue planner that held her life. She checked the instructions she had written for herself about which exit to use and the location of her flat. When she thought she had it, she shoved the planner back in its pocket and swung her backpack back over her shoulder. “Mum, we’ve had this argument. I’m not coming back. What? I’m supposed to just call the University of West London and tell them, ‘Oh, I’ve changed my mind!’?”

The crowd jostled her and she tried to get her footing. Which exit? The north one, right? Maybe she should just hold on to her planner right now. “Mum, I honestly have to go.”

“Fine, if you don’t have time for me, I’ll just nip off then. As if you would even call me when you arrive.”

“Jesus Christ, Mum! I will call you as soon as I get to the flat, okay?”

“How do I even know you’re staying somewhere safe? What if you get attacked and murdered and I don’t even know where you are?”

“Oh my God! You have the flat address. I posted it to the fridge. You have my new phone number which I also emailed. You have pictures of the flat. I will send you a proof of life as soon as I arrive. You have nothing to worry about. Now, I love you, but I’m hopping off.” She hung up and then winced. Bollocks. 

But honestly, both of her brothers had left home years ago. Steven was now in the Royal Coastguard. Some of the adventures he talked about! Honestly, he was risking his life every day. 

Ben, had run off from home as soon as he’d been able. He had been the first one to try to run away from their small town as quickly as possible. But he’d chased his freedom at a cost. 

Steven had the advantage of being away from home when their world had come crashing down two years ago. His car crash had changed everything. 

After losing her son, their mother had never recovered. Unfortunately for Emma, that meant that her parents had all of a sudden tried to hold on to their youngest even tighter. That also meant the straightjacket only tightened around Emma.

Emma had stayed home for uni. Mostly, it was a financial thing. It had been cheaper for her parents, easier to commute. The local university near Tenworth had been small. It had a tiny Liberal Arts program, but that wasn’t what she wanted to do with her life. She'd studied business then to make her parents happy because it was practical. But she had applied to the University of West London to do her master’s. And now she had the opportunity to work with Xander Chase. 

She’d never had a formal photography class ever. But when she sent in her portfolio of photos she'd taken, she had been accepted. And as a bonus, she’d gotten a scholarship, so her parents couldn’t complain about the cost. That didn’t stop her mother from trying, though. 

As soon as she took the North Exit, she jogged to the steps and then frowned when the signage didn’t look as she had expected. She swung her backpack once more to pull out her planner and didn’t find it in the front pocket where she placed it. What the hell? She searched the other pocket and couldn’t find it. Did she put it in the main compartment? 

Shifting to the side to get out of the swell of pedestrian traffic, her heart thudded as she bent down and opened her backpack. Inside the main compartment, she’d shoved her keys for her new flat. She had a few books. Her camera was carefully in its case. She’d shipped ahead all her other camera equipment. But in her front pocket she had her favorite lenses, her planner and her wallet. Shit! Someone had nicked them.

Slowly the panic started to slither in. That planner had her whole life in it. And her wallet. Not that she had much money in there and she could replace the cards. But this was the worst possible thing that could have happened. 

Deep breath. You can do this. 

Maybe her mother was right? No. Just think. Easy, you can do this. This is part of the adventure. All you have to do is find your address, and you’ll be okay. 

Even as her eyes stung, her brain started to race, trying to think of all the things she had to do, trying to keep track of how she could possibly find out where she was supposed to be. She'd sent Steven her address because he had insisted. She could always call him. No, don’t call Steven. He will freak out that you were so irresponsible. Okay, then what? 

Think. Think. Think. How in the world was she going to make this work? And then it hit her. Her friend from uni, Laila, was meeting her tonight which meant Laila had her address. Laila had helped her find a place. Hopefully Laila had kept track. Better track than she had. She found a café at the corner of the station and sat down holding her backpack between her knees. Like hell she was going to lose anything else today. With one hand on her suitcase, she speed-dialed Laila.

“Hi love. Are you here? I’ll pop over — ”

“Laila, do not yell.”

Her friend sighed. “Oh no Ems, what have you done?”

“It’s not my fault, but it seems I’ve been nicked. My whole life is gone.”

 “Oh, are you serious?”

“Yeah, I am, unfortunately.”

“Oh, don’t worry. Look, how many appointments can you have already? We’ll get it back. And even if we don’t we can get you a new one.”

Emma’s stomach flipped. “Well, about that. It’s not so much about replacing it as it is about what’s in it. I don’t even have my own bleeding address.”

Laila was silent for a moment, “Oh Ems, please tell me you’re joking.”

“No, I’m not joking. I wish I was. It was written down with directions and everything and I just —”

Laila sighed. “Okay, I've got you. Let me get out of Tesco and get back to my flat. I’ll see if I can pull the address for you. “

“Oh my God, you’re a godsend.”

“Don’t you forget it.”

“Of course, this would’ve happened to me. I was talking to my Mum at that time.”

“Say no more.” Her friend laughed. “I would have been distracted too. Don’t worry, we’ll get this sorted. You always said you wanted an adventure, so welcome to London.”

“Yeah, welcome to London indeed. Let’s just hope my mother wasn’t right and I’m not making the biggest mistake of my life.” 

Her friend tsked. “I’ll have none of that. You came here for an adventure, so we’re going to have one. Now, all I have to do is find your flat address. Then you’ll be on your way.”

“Hey, Laila?”

“Yeah, Ems?”

“Thank you. I have done the right thing, haven’t I?”

“Absolutely! It’s time to live your life. But maybe we start small with the next adventure, yeah?”

Emma just laughed as she hung up with her friend. Everything was going to be okay. Her mother was not right. Doing this was not a mistake. Her freedom was at stake. She wasn’t going back.

***

Emma

This was it. 

Emma took a deep breath and grimaced as she looked around the flat, unable to contain her disgust ... no, excitement. She was finally here. With a little elbow grease this place would shine.

Okay, maybe not shine. But it was hers. After months of careful planning and worrying about everything that could go wrong, she was finally here. A small one-room place not far from the university, it was smaller than her parents’ sitting room. But it was cheap, and the landlord seemed to be a nice enough gentleman that would look out for her or at least look out for his investment.

The rent had taken a chunk out of her savings, but it was essential if she wanted this experience. If she wanted this new life. The flat had the added benefit of being far away from her parents. So, there was that.

She didn’t have much. Reaching into one of the boxes marked with her name, Emma pulled out a few photos in frames and an unexpected wave of homesickness hit her hard. 

It didn’t matter that when she had dropped the bombshell that she was applying for the University of West London, her mum hadn’t spoken to her for over a week. Maybe because uni had only been an hour away it felt like she was practically home.

Still, Emma touched the photos, setting them one by one on the shelf behind her small couch so that she could look at them often. She was a total family girl and though she knew she needed to take this step in her life, it did not mean that it wasn’t going to be hard to be away. At least her enrollment this morning had gone well. The university was large, much larger than she had expected, and it would take her a good while to figure out how to even get around. Still, she was excited to be following her dream. 

Her mobile rang and she searched through the crumpled up newspaper until she located it, holding it up to her ear. “Hello?”

“Hey, Bit.” Steven’s voice filled her ear, using her childhood nickname. She wasn’t really sure, nor was the family, on how the name came about, but her brother used it often. “How’s the unpacking going?”

She looked at the boxes and sighed. “It’s going. I should be done in four years or so.”

Steven chuckled. “How’s the flat? Is it close to the tube?”

“Very,” she assured him. “It’s right down the street.” For someone who had very little knowledge of the city, she couldn’t be set up any better right now. “The place will do for now. The landlord is really nice.”

“Good,” Steven said. “I’m proud of you Emma, breaking out like this and getting out of that town. He would have been proud as well.”

The mention of her older brother had her blinking back tears. Even after six years, his death still affected her. As Steven’s twin, he had always been the wild one, compared to Steven’s measured countenance. He’d been the first to leave home as soon as he could afford it and move to London. 

She would never forget the night the police had arrived at their home to tell them that her brother had died in a car crash after a night of heavy drinking. They’d all been devastated by his death, none of them fully recovering. “Thanks,” she said softly. “When are you coming to see my new place?”

“Soon,” Steven said. There was muttering on the other line. “I gotta go. Love ya, sis. And make sure you get out a little. You can’t be all work and no play.”

“Yeah, I hear you. Love you too,” she said before clicking off. It had been Steven who had supported her moving to London, coaxing their parents into agreeing that she needed to spread her wings. Steven had promised to look after her and she had no doubts that her brother would take care of her. He always did. With a sigh, she looked at the boxes that were still left to unpack. Time to get back to work. 





Chapter Two

Zach

“You are a failure. You’ll never amount to anything.”

Zach Andrews shoved the ever-present voice of his father out of his head and dragged his attention back to work. He didn’t need that shit today. 

“No dammit. I am not paying that amount for the liquor. You can tell him to go fuck himself.” Zach slammed down the phone on the receiver, his head pounding from the thirty-minute conversation. Usually the business aspects of running the clubs jazzed him up but right now he was exhausted. Some suppliers thought he was a tosser, apparently. He understood that negotiations were part of the game. He normally loved playing. It was like a long game of chess. But maybe he needed to change the game? 

“So, I take it we aren’t going with Marks then?” asked Jason Morrison, arching his brow. Jason was the only person he trusted to run his clubs.

“Fuck no,” Zach said, leaning back in his chair. “Find someone else.” Marks was about to lose all of his contracts with some of the most popular clubs in London and wouldn’t see it coming. Zach couldn’t stand a cheat. 

Jason looked down at his ever-present clipboard and sighed. “Well, we aren’t left with many choices as they have the market share, but I will do my best.”

Zach ignored the sarcasm in Jason’s voice, knowing full well that Jason already had another supplier in mind, if not already lined up. While Zach owned the clubs, Jason was the one who ran them efficiently. He and Jason had been building some of the most popular clubs in London for seven years now and with Jason’s savviness in the business sense, Zach had made millions. Then he’d invested wisely in tech dating apps and real estate. 

 Before the end of the year, he’d be tipping into the billionaire category. The press called him Lucky Charms. Partly because his mother was Irish, and partly because he could turn any venture to gold.

“How is Club Trend doing?” he asked instead. Club Trend was their newest club in Soho. Zach had high hopes for his baby, one of the first clubs he had designed from the top down. They had done a soft opening so far, but the next few nights would be the grand opening for the club. 

“It’s doing,” Jason responded, always the man of few words. “Sales look promising. All of the VIP suites are sold out for tomorrow night.” 

Zach nodded. That was promising. He had sunk a great deal into that club and wanted it to be a success. He needed it to be a success.

Jason pushed himself out of the chair he was sitting in and tucked his clipboard under his arm. “I’ll go work on the supplier issue.”

“Thanks,” Zach answered, watching as Jason walked out of the office that was above his first club, Club Thames. It was by far his favorite office. It was his oldest club, the one that gave him his start in the business world and helped him pay back massive loans in the process. So much for never being a success. His dad would have to choke on those words.

His mobile rang and Zach picked it up, grinning as he saw the name on the screen. Lifting it to his ear, he pressed the button. “What’s up, fucker?”

“Mate, I think your bank account if I had to say so,” Steven Welsh, his oldest friend, said into the phone, amusement in his voice. “How’s the club business?”

“It’s pretty good,” Zach admitted. “How’s the Coastguard?”

“As good as it can get,” Steven replied with a laugh. “Though I believe your situation is much better than mine currently.” 

Zach couldn’t help but agree. Steven was part of Her Majesty’s Coastguard, saving lives while he served his country. Zach didn’t know how he did it. The thought of people depending on him to save their lives made Zach twitchy. He knew he wasn’t the guy to be counted on. No, he gave them joy and entertainment, which was just fine with him. “What’s up?” he asked, glad to hear his mate’s voice. 

“I need a favor,” Steven said.

 Zach sat up in his chair immediately. Steven wasn’t one to ask for many favors. “What is it?” Zach asked. He would give Steven the shirt off his back if he asked for it. His friend had done so much for him throughout the years and he owed him.

“Emma’s in town,” Steven said a moment later. 

Immediately, heat flooded Zach’s belly at the mention of Emma Welsh, Steven’s younger sister. How long had it been since he had seen her? “Why the hell is Emma in town?” he asked, his voice calm and measured. Look at that. He’d actually been able to school his response to her. Emma didn’t need to be in London. She was a small-town girl. The city would swallow her whole.

“She’s working on her master’s,” Steven answered with a sigh. “I found her a decent flat not far from the tube but I need you to look out for her, Zach. You know Emma; she’s not really prepared for the city. I don’t want her to get hurt. Mum would kill me if anything happened to her.”

“Look, mate. After everything, do you really think—”

Steven interrupted. “We’ve been over this. Ben’s choices were his own.” 

Zach rubbed a hand over his face, thinking of all the things that Steven could ask for, this was probably the worst. It wasn’t that Emma was a bad person or that he didn’t like her. He liked her all too well. His friend might not like just how well Zach’s dick liked Emma. His best friend’s sister was firmly in the no-go zone. First, for the obvious reason: little sisters were off-limits. Then the far more complicated reason that made his stomach churn. You’re responsible for her brother’s death.

Emma was working on her master’s? In his mind she was still fourteen and he was rescuing her from Paddy Maguire’s roving hands. He’d almost killed the git that night. Hell, he’d wanted to. He shut the memory down. 

He really didn’t want to think about the first time he noticed that Steven’s little sister wasn’t so little anymore. He’d been acting as her protector. All the while some seriously unprotectorlike things had been playing through his head.

This was Steven; he couldn’t say no. Steven was more than a best mate. He was family, and he was asking Zach to look after his baby sister. Not to mention, I owed him. “What do you need me to do?”

“Just look out for her, will you? Like, call her, make sure she has everything she needs. Make sure she leaves her flat now and again,” Steven asked. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll text you her address. I appreciate it, mate. There’s no one else I would trust with her.” He clicked off before Zach could respond. Fuck. Zach slid the phone across the scarred desktop, a rush of emotions drumming through his veins. Emma Welsh. There were many things he had forgotten about their small town, but she was not one of them. 

“Bloody hell,” he muttered, leaning back in his chair. The last time he had seen Emma was the night before he and Steven had left Tenworth. The memory was still imprinted in his mind after all these years, one of those memories that would never fully go away.

Zach took a deep breath as he stared up at the sky, wondering if the stars would look any different tomorrow night. He and Steven were both leaving but on different paths. His secondary school days were officially over and tomorrow they would start their bid in real life. It was a huge weight settling on his shoulders and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it. He’d finally be free. Steven at least had a plan. Not him, though. He just knew he was leaving.

“Zach?”

He turned to see Emma behind him, her arms wrapped around her waist with her long red hair flowing about her in the strong evening wind. There was a front coming through, no doubt bringing a ton of rain over the next few days but he wouldn’t be here to see or feel it. 

“What are you doing out here?” he asked, his words coming out harsher than he intended. Shit, she always put him on edge lately. “You should be inside.”

She tucked her hair behind her ears and ducked her head. Fuck, he was such an arsehole.

 “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I didn’t mean to be so harsh.”

“You’re nervous about going?” Her question was soft, but her gaze was direct. “I can see it on your face. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Shit. She saw too much. He took a step back, knowing one very big reason he didn’t want to be alone with her. Emma could read him too well. Much better than Steven could. Ben was like Emma. Perceptive as hell. But unlike Steven, he had an air of not giving a shit. He always liked to pretend he didn't care, but he saw it all. 

He and Steven had both fucked around too long, taking odd jobs for the past year but now it was time to get serious about their future. “I’m not nervous,” he lied. 

She laughed, the trill floating on the night air. Her parents had thrown a farewell do, and most of the crowd had dissipated over the last twenty minutes or so. It had been when everyone was wishing him well and saying goodbye that he realized there was a potential he might not see these people again. The Welshes were his family so he would see them. But everyone else? Most of them had looked down on him his whole life. But still, it made him sad to leave and he had no flipping idea why. He legitimately needed a few minutes to collect his thoughts. 

It wasn’t like he regretted his decision. There was no choice. He couldn’t stay. He wouldn’t turn into his father. 

 “You are Zach Andrews,” Emma said, taking a few steps toward him. “I’ve known you all of my life, remember?”

“So, what if I am? Like the name Andrews means anything,” Zach finally ground out with a shrug of his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. I’m gone tomorrow.”

“I know,” Emma said softly. “I’m going to miss you and Steven of course.” 

She was going to miss him? The thought made Zach slightly uncomfortable. Emma made him uncomfortable. She always had. Because you love her. No. She deserves better than you and everyone knows it. “You’re going to miss me?” he asked her, needing to hear it again. 

Emma nodded, her eyes shiny as she looked at him. He swallowed, knowing he should turn and walk away. Emma had grown up in the last few years while he and Steven were out doing dumbass things. She had started dating. Steven had confided in him more than once he couldn’t stand the thought of his little sister dating. Zach whole-heartedly agreed with that sentiment, especially after Paddy Maguire. But likely for an entirely different reason.

 The feelings he had for Emma, Steven would gut him where he stood if he knew. “I, uh,” Zach started, not sure what else to say. Emma gave him a soft smile, one that made his heart do a slow thump in his chest as she reached up and touched his face. 

“Please be careful,” she said. “And watch out for my brother in London. You hear me, Zach? Somehow he seems to find trouble.” While Steven was off to Her Majesty’s Royal Coastguard, Zach was off to join her brother in London. Ben had left home before completing school, much to his parents’ chagrin. Zach had stayed, but with his best mates gone, there was nothing here for him anymore. Except Emma.

“I will,” he said as he cleared his throat. Emma turned to go but he grabbed her arm, wanting to touch her just once. “Ems, wait.”

She lifted her gaze to his, her lips parted in surprise, and his dick twitched. Would she let him? Would he feel like a shit for kissing his best friend’s sister? Or would it be worth it? Hell yes. But he knew he wasn’t good enough for her. 

“Zach,” she breathed as he leaned forward.

But then the back door slammed and they jumped apart. Emma slipped through his grasp as Steven rounded the corner. 

“There you are,” he said, a beer in his hand. “What are you doing out here?”

“I was just saying goodbye to Zach,” Emma said, sliding a sidelong glance to him.

 Zach nodded tightly. Fuck, had he just tried to kiss Emma? Hadn’t he known her nearly all his life? She was off-limits, way off-limits. 

***

Zach

Zach ran a hand over his face. God, he hadn’t seen Emma in years. Probably the last time was her brother’s funeral, where the pain had been too much to even speak to her or her parents.

 Ben might have been a bit of a wanker, but Zach had been responsible for his friend. He could have stopped him that night. It was a secret that only he and Steven knew about and his best friend had always tried to tell him he didn’t blame him for his twin’s death, but Zach knew. He’d shouldered that responsibility for years.

Shaking off those thoughts, Zach pushed away from the desk and stood. Emma was now his responsibility and he had no bloody idea what the hell to do about it. One rule though: despite the years, she was still off-limits.

You’d do well to remember that.








Chapter Three

Emma

She was not nervous. This was one of the many lies she told herself. Along with, “You can do this! There’s no reason to be intimidated.” But there were plenty of reasons. She was about to step foot into class with Xander freaking Chase. If there was ever a moment to feel out of her element, this was it. But she was going to do this because she needed to. There was no going back. 

“There you are. I’ve been looking for you forever.” 

Emma turned around with a relieved smile on her face. “There you are. I got lost on the way up here. I had everything written down. You know, my directions and everything, and I couldn’t get my laptop to connect to Wi-Fi, so it was just a mess, as I was trying to decipher from the map how to get here.”

Laila laughed. “I swear, it’s like you’re lost without that thing.”

“I am lost without that thing. I had it all planned, but I’m ready for adventure.”

Emma was walking backward as she talked. And then Laila started to shake her head. 

“Em.”

“No, you’re right. I can live without my planner. It’s fine. I am totally okay. I mean, honestly —”

And then she bumped up against something hard. It felt like a man. A person, really. “Shit.” Emma turned around and peeled her eyelids open. Right in front of her stood Xander Chase. Oh my God!

First, any rumors about his good looks were completely well-founded. The man was absolutely gorgeous. Sandy blond hair in an artful disarray about his head, silvery gray eyes, and a smile that probably had panties dropping for several kilometers. While he was very good-looking, he didn’t exactly do it for her, but she saw the appeal. “Oh my God. I am so sorry. I swear to God, I just —”

There was a flash of a grin. “You’re fine. All right there?”

She nodded. “I think so. Oh my God, I’m sorry. What a way to start the first day.”

He laughed. “You’re fine. I’m Xander.”

She stared at his hand outstretched in front of her. “Right. Hi! I’m Emma Welsh. I’m your student, also a complete and total klutz.”

There was a clearing of a throat behind her and she groaned. “And this is Laila Dunst. We’re both your students, brand-new students.” Bollocks, she was blathering.

He shook his head. “Don’t worry. Everyone’s nervous the first day. You should have seen this one when she got here.” He aimed his thumb in the direction of a woman behind him. When the woman turned, Emma stared. Her skin was a gorgeous cinnamon color. Completely smooth and devoid of any blemish. How was that even possible? 

She came over with a wide grin. “Seriously though, don’t let him intimidate you at all. He’s a pain in the ass. Hi I’m Abbie, Abbie Nartey.”

Xander grinned. “Soon to be Chase.”

Emma frowned. She heard he was engaged, but everything she had seen hadn’t indicated that it was Abbie Nartey. The name was different, she thought. “Oh, uh, congratulations, I guess.” 

Abbie’s eyes went wide. And then her head fell back and she laughed. “Him? No. One of us would be dead within an hour.” She leaned forward to whisper, “And it wouldn’t be me.” 

Xander rolled his eyes. “No, she’s engaged to my brother. Isn’t he lucky?” 

Emma could tell the two of them were close. There was a lot of love there. She had done all the research on Xander Chase. Abbie was his protégé. She had been for a couple of years. She was starting to make her own name in photography. The idea that Emma would get to work with the both of them was huge. She could barely contain her excitement. Next to her, Laila said, “Oh my gosh! You’re Abbie Nartey. Your series of photos of London through a foreigner’s eyes—I loved them.” 

Abbie smiled shyly. “Thank you. Xander here had nothing to say but criticize them.”

“I did not criticize them. I just said I would have made different lighting choices.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Criticism, but he’s my teacher, and my soon-to-be brother-in-law. So we can have this argument forever.” 

Xander shook his head. “If you two ladies will excuse us, I need to grab my things for class.” 

Abbie gave them a wave. “Don’t let him intimidate you, honestly. Make your own choices. You guys will be great.” 

All Emma could do was stare as they sauntered off and then she turned her gaze to Laila. “Oh, my flipping God! First of all, I just walked into Xander Chase. Second of all, he had Abbie Nartey with him.” 

“I know, right?” 

“I could pass out and die right now, right on the spot.” 

Laila laughed. “What do you say, darling? You still feel like running home with your tail between your legs?”

“Hell no, I’m ready for this.” And she was. Despite a rocky start, she was doing what she wanted. And she had the best teacher she could ask for. So, she wasn’t going to let herself get scared off despite what her mother said. 

***

Emma

Emma hefted the backpack on her shoulder as she walked out of the class. She’d made the right choice by coming to London. After a week of classes, she felt even better than she had when she had first registered. She was learning so much and was excited to see what else was going to happen. She was meant to do this.

“Hey Em,” Laila, said as she reached her side. “What did you think about the assignment? It’s going to be hard, isn’t it?”

Emma shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe not. I’m just trying not to shit the bed, you know? I want to impress him. But I also just want to escape one of his scathing critiques. But I think I can manage.” After all, she had nothing else to do but schoolwork. Next on her list was a job. Her savings were enough to support her for another month at least. But that would run out.

“We need to let loose a little. The whole point of you coming here was to live a little,” Laila said as they reached the entrance to the tube. “I got us invited to a new club in Soho tonight. You should come along.”

Emma shook her head. “I don’t think so but thanks for the offer.”

“Oh, come on,” Laila prodded. They started down the steps to underground. “The guy who invited me was saying he’s a bouncer there. We can get in free. It’s the hottest place in town. I won’t even keep you out late.” She laughed. “Well, not too late anyway.”

She hesitated. She had good reason to not want to go out to the clubs. Her brother had lived in the clubs before his death and ultimately it was what got him killed. Well, that and the alcohol, but she wasn’t her brother and knew her limits. An hour or two, nothing more. “Okay,” she finally said, knowing she might regret this decision. 

“Great,” Laila said, grinning as she turned to go. “I’ll pick you up. It will be a blast.”

Emma gave her a tight smile as she walked to the platform, waiting on the tube along with the rest of the passengers. She could go to the club, dance, and have a good time. She needed to start living her life.

Ben had loved the London nightlife. But the nightlife had not loved him. She wasn’t so sheltered she didn't know how to have fun. But the bar he’d been at had kept feeding him drinks long after they should have stopped. The medical examiner had said he had a dangerous cocktail of alcohol and drugs in his system. Her brother made his own choices, but those club owners who cared more about lining their pockets than about the people in their establishments were partly to blame in her opinion. 

The train came into view and she sighed. Why had she agreed to this? Because you had a reason for coming to London. She was never going to go anywhere, never going to do anything extraordinary if she stayed in her sleepy village. She wanted adventure. And she was going to get it.





Chapter Four

Emma

A few hours later, Emma and Laila walked into Club Trend, laughing as the bouncer waved them past the line waiting out front. Apparently, the “bouncer”, their classmate, had a crush on Laila. His eyes stayed on her as they walked past. Well done, Laila.

Inside, the place was already packed, the techno music pulsating out of the speakers as the DJ spun the hits from high above. She linked arms with her friend as they fought through the crowd to the dance floor. The entire space was a hue of purple, blue and pink, with upholstered white couches strategically placed along the perimeter for dancers to take a load off. 

The second level was clearly designated for the high rollers, with bouncers guarding each set of stairs that would take one up to that level. She could only imagine how much it cost to step up those stairs. 

Laila led her to the dance floor as one of Emma’s favorite songs came on and they moved to the music amongst the crowd of dancers. The place was rocking and she could feel the music pounding through her body. Maybe this was good for her, to get out and spread her wings so to speak. 

They didn’t have any clubs in their small village, only a few pubs which were nothing like this. She was glad that Laila had come over early to help her pick out her outfit, a shimmery gold tank top with a pair of black pants that caught the lights of the club. With her red hair down and minimal makeup, she felt like she belonged amongst the rest of the club goers. She hated to admit it, but it had her blood pumping and beating to the rhythm of the music. She understood why her brother had been so addicted to the nightlife. After all, they were the same. Desperate to break out.

She did a happy turn, taking in all the sights. Then her gaze flickered up to the balcony. A million memories of years gone by swamped her. Holy shit. It was him.

Oh no! No, no, no, no. That couldn’t be him. Emma ducked and scooted until she was obscured by the bar. Zach Andrews, that wasn’t him. Not that she should be hiding if it was, but still — she hadn’t seen him since that fateful night he turned her down — the one where she had it in her head that she was going to jump his bones and get him to pop her cherry. Yeah. It was stupid, because in the end she had been wrong. He hadn’t wanted her, or wanted to date her, so that was that. 

Although, it wasn’t as if she’d told him about her little crush. If she had come out and said, “Hey, I’ve had a major crush on you since I was about ten. And I’d really, really like you to take my V card,” he probably would have run from her house screaming. The truth was, he had been nothing but a good friend to her. Mostly to her brother, as he was Steven’s best friend. But that hadn’t stopped her teenaged brain from thinking, ‘Hey, I can make this work.’ 

“You want to tell me why you’re hiding behind the pillar?” Laila’s voice was half amused. 

“I am not hiding. I am merely checking it for stability.” 

“No, this is definitely hiding. Who’s the guy? And why are we hiding from him?”

“Shit! Is it that obvious?” 

“Well, one second I was talking to you about the hot guy by the exit, and next thing I know you vanished. And the only hint I had as to where you were was your gold tank top peeking out from around the pillar. Why are you hiding?” Laila handed her a shot.

Emma stared at the vaguely brown liquid and shrugged before downing it. It was smooth going down, but the flash of fire was quick to follow that. At least it warmed her from the inside. “Okay, remember that guy I told you about from secondary? He was my brother’s best friend.”

Laila nodded. “Zach or something.”

“Yeah, Zach Andrews, only the hottest thing since Harry Styles, David Beckham — shit, any hot British guy. Anyway, I would have sworn I just saw him on the balcony.”

“Are you sure? I mean, where does he live now?”

“London, I’m pretty sure. I don’t know where, and I don’t really know what he does. But I swear it was him.”

“Okay, so, maybe it was. It doesn’t explain why you’re hiding. “

“Well, you would hide too if you tried to jump his bones.”

Laila sputtered as tequila squirted out of her nose. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, serious.”

“When we met in uni, you said you were hung up on some guy. I didn’t know it was like a ‘hey, I’m kind of in love with you sort of thing.’ I thought it was a crush.”

“Yeah well. I was stupidly in love. I thought one day he’d fall in love with me back and we’d have a Love Actually type of happily ever after. Instead, I lost my virginity to stupid Adam.”

Laila groaned. “Stupid freaking Adam. I swear, every time I think of that guy, I just want to throttle him. I mean, how does he throw away a girl like you to focus on his studies and then still manage to flunk out? Anyway, we’re not talking about stupid Adam anymore. He didn’t appreciate you.”

“No, he didn’t. But that’s beside the point. If that is Zach, how do I get out of here without him seeing?”

Laila shook her head. “You’re insane. I adore you. And your crazy adventures, and your antics, but you can’t hide. Besides, he’s supposed to see the new grown-up sexy version of you, right? And then you can show him what he missed.”

Emma considered this. “You know what? It’s not a half bad idea. If it is him, he’ll see me all grown-up now, and I can be aloof and distant. Kind of like he was to me, and see how he likes it.”

Laila laughed. “Exactly! And if it’s not him, then you can flirt with the guy who looks like him and pretend. Either way, it’s fun for all.”

Emma eyed her friend. “Why do I get the impression that you’ll be endlessly entertained either way?”

Laila grinned and tugged her out onto the dance floor. But when Emma looked back up at the balcony, there was no sign of him. Had she been wrong? Or did she just have Zach on her brain? “I guess it wasn’t him.” What she didn’t understand was why she felt so disappointed by that. Because like it or not, Zach Andrews, hadn’t even know she existed back then. What would be so different about now?

Laila tapped her on the arm. “You okay for a minute? I see a friend I need to say hi to.”

“Yeah, sure. I’m fine. Go ahead.”

Laila scuttled off to air-kiss her friends and no sooner had she vanished when meaty hands gripped Emma’s hips and she turned around, surprised that someone would touch her so intimately. There was a guy standing there, a grin on his face, his eyes glazed over. She could smell it on him. “Hey beautiful,” he said, his words slurring over the music. “Why don’t you dance with me?”

“I … No thank you,” she said, pushing at his chest lightly.

 He laughed and pulled her closer until their bodies were pressed up against each other. “Come on beautiful,” he said. “Why don’t you turn around and twerk on me?” 

Twerk? What the hell? She thought about kneeing him in the groin, like Steven had taught her, but then she would cause a scene and Laila would be upset. Instead she gave him her best smile. “But I’m not that type of girl. And if you don’t let me go in five seconds, I am going to show you what kind of girl I can be.” After all, she had been raised by two older brothers. 

“Feisty,” the guy said instead, gripping her tighter. “I like that.”

She rolled her eyes. Of course he would like that. How in bloody hell was she going to get out of this one?

***

Zach

He wasn’t cheating exactly. Zach had told Steven he would look in on Emma, and he was. Granted, he’d had one of his guys have a cursory look into the neighborhood she was staying in. Most of the area was okay, but it really was street by street. If she was on the wrong block—he frowned. He needed to do a pass by himself to be sure. And so far, the only person she seemed to be interacting with was a friend of hers from uni.

He felt like a shit looking her up like this. But honestly, Emma wouldn’t like her family encroaching on her freedom. And Steven had been particular. He didn’t want Zach spilling the beans about checking up on her. So what other excuse did he have? Besides the one of you’re actually afraid to see her? 

Yeah, there was that. Emma was grown-up now, but the rules were still the same. She was Steven’s little sister. Ben’s little sister. There was no universe in which putting his hands on her was in any way going to be cool with her brother. And given the scenario and situation with her brother, Zach might as well put that out of his mind completely. Yeah, good luck with that.

Over the years, he had thought back to that night. The one where he’d almost lost his ever-loving mind. But they’d been interrupted. Maybe that was for the best. It kept him from making an idiotic mistake. Emma’s family had been like a second home to him. You didn’t do that to people that you cared about. So, now he was just going to go about checking up on her from afar. In that way he could keep his promise to Steven. How hard could that be?

 “Nice crowd tonight. We should do pretty well in terms of sales.”

Jason’s voice dragged him out of his reverie. Zach gripped the railing as he looked down at the crowd of people in the club, a feeling of self-satisfaction shooting through his veins. He had done it. All the blood, sweat, and tears he had poured into this place were paying off. By the looks of it, Club Trend was going to be the it spot by tomorrow. “Make sure our ad is in every magazine and newspaper in London,” he finally said, turning to look at Jason. 

“Already done,” Jason said with a grin. “You did it. You are the man in terms of London nightlife. Feels good, doesn’t it?”

Zach grinned, unable to help it. Hell yeah it feels good. It was more than just the money. He wanted that top spot. There weren’t many things in his life that he could be proud of, but with this club, he felt like a proud poppa watching his kid start their first day of school. “Yeah, it feels good.” Turning back to the dance floor, he watched people enjoy themselves from above. Tomorrow his club would be on the lips of every person in this place. A redhead caught his eye and he looked closer in the laser lights, catching a glimpse of her face. No. It couldn’t be. His eyes were playing tricks on him. 

He suddenly growled low in his throat and Jason joined him at the railing, his eyes scanning the crowd. “What?” he asked. “What do you see?”

Zach squinted and stared again at the redhead. It was her. Shit. Of all the people that could have wandered into this club tonight, it had to be Emma. “It’s Steven’s sister,” he finally said, looking at Jason. “She can’t fucking be here.”

“Who’s that? She looks like she’s having fun,” his friend said with a wry smile. “And she’s met a bloke. She looks a bit young, but my door guys are good. She wouldn’t be here without an ID. Why can’t she be in here?”

 “Fuck.” Sure enough, there was a guy dancing against her but from his vantage point, she didn’t look like she was too keen on the idea. This was not what he had in mind seeing Emma for the first time. He had planned to call her this weekend. Take her to coffee or something. Something nice and friend like. Brotherly even. Except the things his dick wanted to do to her were far from brotherly.

He figured they would make small talk and have their coffee; he’d help her get around, find what she needed and be done with it. That was how he anticipated their first meeting. Not in the midst of his club that she had no idea he owned. If she did, she would probably never speak to him again. “I have to go get her.”

“What?” Jason asked, grabbing his shoulder. “But you never go downstairs.”

Zach shrugged off his grip, his adrenaline racing as he headed to the stairs. There was no fucking way he was going to let some guy take advantage of his Emma. Er, no. Not his. He had been tasked to keep her safe and that was what he planned on doing, including keeping the losers away. Screw his own rule. He was going downstairs.

He made it out of the VIP section that he and Jason had taken over for the night and down the stairs, brushing past the club goers as he reached the bottom floor. Zach could see her now through the dancers, having a conversation with her dance partner and looking none too pleased about it. Zach flexed his hands as he approached, the fierce need to protect her taking over. 

Grabbing the guy’s shoulder, he spun him around. The fucker was drunk, which only pissed Zach off more. “I think the lady is asking you to leave her alone.” His voice was barely above a growl.

“Zach?” Emma’s voice filled his ears. 

He shot her a grim smile over the twat’s shoulder and turned back to the fucker. “Get out.”

“Yeah right, mate,” the guy said with a drunken laugh. “On whose account? ’Sides, I saw her first.”

“My fucking account,” Zach forced out, his hands balling into fists as he turned to face the wanker. He would hit the guy if he had to, but he wouldn’t want that to be splashed across the front page in the morning. The guy stepped forward and Zach swallowed hard. A hand landed on his shoulder and Zach turned in time to see Jason standing beside him, a frown on his face. 

“You, come on,” he said to the guy as one of the bouncers grabbed him. “It’s time for your night to end.”

Zach let out a breath as they brushed past, giving himself a minute before he turned to see a wide-eyed Emma staring back at him. “Zach?” she whispered.

He took one look at her and was lost. She was gorgeous, with the same sparkling green eyes and luscious red hair that he remembered, her body encased in an outfit that was nothing like the outfits he remembered seeing her in. He could see the nice outline of her curves and felt weird about looking at her in such a sexual way, but no matter how much he knew that he should look away, he couldn’t. Instead his eyes roamed from her hair down to the nice rack and tapered hips, hips that were meant to be grabbed. Bloody hell. One look and he was sunk. 

 “Hey Ems,” he answered, giving her a slight smile. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Oh my god,” she said, holding a hand up to her lips. “I can’t believe this.” Before he knew it, she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Of all the places to see you.”

A glutton for punishment, Zach inhaled her scent, closing his eyes as he wrapped his arms around her body, his own traitorous body reacting to her closeness. Shit, this was Emma. He shouldn’t be touching her like this. But she felt so good pressed up against him, too good. He didn’t know what to say, what to do, his tongue tied in knots. She pulled back, her expression rosy, her eyes twinkling and Zach grinned. That was all he could do. 

Emma must have realized that she was in his arms because she blushed and backed out. “I’m sorry. I’m just so excited to see you.”

Zach finally found his voice and motioned to the door. “Want to get out of here? It’s a bit loud.”

She nodded and he let her precede him before following, catching Jason’s eye as he passed. It was a silent thank you, the best he could do at the moment. Jason nodded and allowed them to step out into the chilly night. Zach had no idea where they were going to go, but it didn’t matter. Emma was with him. He’d figure it out.





Chapter Five

Emma

“Where are we going?”

“Come on. I haven’t been up here in ages.”

He took her hand and led her out of the club around the corner and then up away to the elevator. She glanced at him dubiously. “Are you sure we’re supposed to be back here?”

“Live a little.”

“Yeah, I guess, but —”

He just took her hand and dragged her on the elevator anyway. “I know the security guys; they’re cool.”

“Well, look at you Zach Andrews, man of the town, knowing the security guards in a swinging place like this.”

He flashed a grin. “Well, I have come up in the world.”

Emma couldn’t help it. She slid her gaze over his body. “I see that.”

Zach gave her a knowing smile and she flushed. What was wrong with her? She was being flirty and forward. You should have learned the lesson the first time. Someone like Zach wasn’t going to be interested in her. Yes, well, it’s a fun night, and you should live a little.

When the elevator doors opened, they were on the roof. But it wasn’t like any rooftop she had ever seen. This rooftop was covered with lush greenery and comfy looking couches. “Well, well, aren’t you a dark horse? How did you find out about this place?”

He hesitated for a moment. “Let’s just say I know people.”

Emma giggled. “What you really mean to say is that you brought a girl up here before.”

The grin was slow to spread across his face. “Perhaps I have brought a woman up here before, but you’re different. You’re a little slice of home. So, I want to show you your new city.”

Emma turned and the lights of London enchanted her, looking like multicolored twinkling lights in the distance. “It is spectacular. I can’t even believe I’m here.”

Zach chuckled. “I didn’t think you’d ever leave the village.”

“Well, if Mum and Dad had their way, I wouldn’t have. I mean, I get it. I just don’t like it. And I needed to live my life, you know?”

His gaze turned solemn as a small frown creased his forehead. “Yeah, I get it. You have to do what you need to do, right?”

“So, Zach Andrews, what have you been doing with yourself? And what are you doing in a random club in London?”

There it was again, that easy smile that she’d known growing up. That smile was the reason she’d had such an insane crush on him growing up. It was so easy to believe that the lopsided grin was solely for her. She might be the only one that he smiled at like that. She wanted to believe it. She had wanted to believe it then. How come she didn’t want to believe it now? 

“Well, as you know, I didn’t really get to go to uni, so first up in London, I got odd jobs. I waited tables. I have worked as a bouncer a time or two. Eventually, I started to get footholds. I realized that even a city as big as this sort of runs like our small village. It’s about who you know, who you’ve done favors for. Those people look out for you. They’d give you odd jobs. Train you.”

“I can’t even imagine what it was like for you when you got here.”

He chuckled low. The sound melted over her, making her feel languid and loose. "I'm not afraid to say it was terrifying at first, not knowing a soul. More than once, I’m pretty sure I’ve made terrible mistakes, but there’s no going back. So, I thought, all you have to do is press on, really. So, I did. Eventually, I met a few people who were willing to show me what they knew. And now I run a couple of successful businesses. I got into property. Saved every cent I had; every single penny, I reinvested.”

“You’re a regular success story, aren’t you?”

He bit his lip. His intense blue stare met hers. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t say I’m a success, exactly. I made a lot of mistakes.”

“The road to success isn’t paved with all the wins, right? If that was the point, what’s the point of you even working any harder?”

“You are right about that Emma Welsh. So, what about you? What are you in this fair city to do?”

Now was her turn to grin. The excitement was right under her skin, so it was easy to access. “I am doing a master’s course with none other than photographer Xander Chase.”

His eyes went wide. “You don’t say?”

“You’re familiar with his work?”

Zach laughed. “You’d be hard pressed to find a Londoner who wasn’t familiar with Xander Chase’s work. I actually know him.”

Emma’s mouth dropped open. “Shut up.”

“Yeah, he’s not a bad bloke. Sometimes a pain in the arse, but I consider him a friend.”

All she could do was stare at him. For years, all she wanted to do was escape from home. Dreamt of living this life of glitz and glamour in a city far away. Well, not even exactly glitz and glamour, just something more than sleepy nights where the whole town shut down at 9:30. And here he was talking about how he knew one of the most gifted photographers in the world. “How do you know Xander Chase?”

“Um, sort of —actually, it’s more I know his brother. I got to know him that way. His brother and his friend Nick had a couple of businesses I invested in early. Got to know Xander. We sort of kicked about in the same circles, I guess.”

“That is insane. You’re so casual about it. Meanwhile, I literally ran into him today —my teacher. There I was walking backward and not looking where I was going. I tripped over my own feet and wham! I’m such an idiot. I’m so daft.”

He frowned. “Don’t call yourself daft.”

“Okay.” Why was he so intense about that? And then she remembered. His father had called him daft and much worse over the course of their life, their childhood. “I just mean that, I really needed to make a good impression, you know? And of course, there I was, not looking where I was going. I met his protégé Abbie too. She’s gorgeous and so talented. To think she started as his student as well. Now she’s having her own exhibits. I would love for that to be me one day.”

Zach nodded. “Yeah, Abbie is engaged to marry Alexi. That’s Xander’s brother.”

“Yeah, he mentioned. The pair of them bickered like a pair of old maids. It was kind of funny, actually.”

“Yeah, from what I gather they work well together. It doesn’t make any sense to me. But apparently, she’s one of the few people who can give him shit. Well, she and his girlfriend Imani.”

“Oh, so he does have a girlfriend.”

Zach frowned at that. “Oh, were you interested?”

She shook her head. “I mean, I can see the appeal. I’m just not particularly interested myself. My friend Laila, she was practically drooling over herself.”

“Yeah, he’s spoken for. So, it looks like you two will have to find your entertainment elsewhere.”

“Oh, I — am not looking.”

His frown deepened. “Did you leave someone back home?”

Her eyes went wide. “No. God no! I just— I’m just sort of, I guess, getting the lay of the land.”

“Well, this is your new city. Anything you need, feel free to give me a call. I can help you with it.”

“Did Steven put you up to this?”

He shifted on his feet. “Well …”

“I knew it. I absolutely knew it. How lucky for him you ran into me.”

“If I hadn’t, then I would have come looking for you. He’s your brother. He’s worried.”

“Well, I don’t need him making plans for me. I can do this all on my own.”

Zach chuckled again and Emma was absolutely sure that if he laughed like that around her anymore, she was going to do something very embarrassing. “He’s your brother. It’s his prerogative to look after you. So you could let him you know, every once in a while. Besides, even if he hadn’t asked, I’d have looked you up once I found out you were in the city. We’ve been friends a long time, Ems.”

And that was just the rub. They hadn’t really been friends. More like extended family. He was Steven’s friend, Ben’s friend, but never really her friend. Most of it because she spent so much time tagging along after them, trying to get them to notice her. “Well, it’s appreciated, but you don’t have to. Honestly.”

He stepped into her space. All of a sudden, her skin felt too tight and the chill of the autumn air was blocked out by his bigger body. He took her hands. “I’m serious. You’re not alone in the city. I’m here if you need anything.” For a long breath, with him standing so close, holding onto her hands, she wanted, hoped, wished, that he might kiss her. His gaze focused on her lips. Kind of like that long-ago night on the back porch of her parents’ house, but again like that night, nothing happened. He only cleared his throat and stepped back. “Now, let me get you home.”

“You don’t have to do that. I’ll just hop on the tube. Wait, it is a bit late, isn’t it? In that case, I’ll take the night bus.”

His eyes went wide. “Are you mad? There’s no way I’m letting you take the night bus home.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Laila and I know exactly where to go. She showed me where the stop is, which one I should take, and it drops me up at the shop right near my house.”

His jaw set in a firm line. “Absolutely not. I will take you home.”

“Honestly, this is ridiculous.”

“Then indulge me. It doesn’t cost you anything to take care of your safety, does it?”

“No.” She wanted to argue more but honestly, she just had to close her mouth because he had a point. Being extra safe didn’t hurt anything. But it sure did embarrass her. “Okay, if you insist. But let me just let Laila know I’m leaving.”

Once she’d said goodbye to Laila, Zach called for a car service in one of his apps. As they drove the twenty minutes or so, she was secretly glad he had opted to drive her because she was afraid she would have missed her stop if she’d been on the bus. He was perfectly chatty and jovial for the first ten minutes of the ride, but as they got closer to her place, he grew more and more quiet. Had she said something wrong? Had she done something? When they reached her flat, she touched the driver on the shoulder. “Thank you very much. I’m just here on the left.” The car rolled to a stop and she turned to Zach. “Thank you so much for tonight. It was certainly lovely running into an old friend. If Steven asked you to look in on me, he obviously gave you my phone number.”

He nodded. “He did.” His voice was low and tight. He said nothing else but opened his side of the door and stepped out. What the hell? What was he doing? And then he came around to her side and opened her door for her. “Oh, okay, thank you. It’s unnecessary but lovely. Thanks.”

“I’m walking you up.”

She giggled, unsure she heard him correctly. “What?”

“I’m walking you up.”

“That’s really not necessary.”

“Yes, it is if you live in a neighborhood like this. It’s rundown. It’s not safe.”

“Oh, come on. It’s perfectly safe. The flat is really nice.” Okay, that was an exaggeration. But he was not going to see her flat. 

It turned out she was wrong about that because he put out his palm and insisted on her keys. Before she knew it, he was unlocking the door to the building and heading up the stairs, to her flat. Once inside, his frown only deepened. “I thought you said it was nice.”

“Oh, come on, it’s not that bad. It just needs a bit of sprucing up. A little elbow grease and this place could be really cute. You know, add some throw pillows; it’s a student flat. What did you expect?”

“Better than this. You told Steven where you were staying was safe.”

“And it is safe. Laila helped me find it. I wanted to do this on my own. I won’t have you, or Steven, or God forbid, my parents being overbearing and telling me what to do. Besides, it’s a hell of a lot safer than the train station where some idiot nicked my wallet and planner.”

Shit, wrong thing to say. His brows snapped down, his eyes going cold with fury. “What did you say?”

She swallowed hard. “The day I arrived, I was on the phone with Mum so I was distracted. The wallet stuff I already replaced. But they got some of my lenses and my planner. That had everything. Including my address. I had to call Laila to get the address to my own flat.” The more she spoke, the more she realized she should probably stop. None of it sounded good.

“So, someone nicked your wallet and planner and has your bloody address?”

“Yes,” she squeaked. “But honestly it’s not as bad as it sounds. Like I said, I just need to replace some lenses and get a new planner. It’s fine. Please don’t tell Steven.”

His full lips set in a firm line. “I see you’re still stubborn.”

“It’s not being stubborn. It’s living my life on my terms. Bad stuff is going to happen, but I can make the best of it.”

He was standing so close she could feel the heat emanating from him. Again, she got the impression that he wanted to touch her, pull her close maybe? Or maybe that was just wishful thinking. But he didn’t. Instead he stepped back and shoved his hands in his jeans. “Lock the door behind me. I want to hear it. Do you understand?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, fine. I understand.”

“I’ll check in on you later. Yeah?”

“Yeah, sure. It’s lovely, and it was great to see you tonight. But honestly, it’s not necessary.”

“Sooner or later Ems, you’re going to realize I don’t do as I’m told.”

Funny, that was something she already knew about him. After he left and she locked her apartment, she wondered what in the world she was going to do with Zach Andrews.





Chapter Six

Zach

What the hell was he thinking? You were thinking with your dick. No, he was thinking like a friend. Steven’s friend, remember Steven? Okay, nothing had happened. But he wanted it to. There was a moment on the roof there where he had almost just taken the risk and kissed her —kissed her like he had wanted to all those years ago. It happened again in her flat. Like an idiot he’d been staring at her soft lips. That’s all he could think about. 

You are playing with fire. No, no, he wasn’t, because he wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardize his friendship with Steven. His best friend had asked him to look out for his little sister. So that’s what he was going to do, starting with that shitty flat she was staying in. He had a feeling neither Steven nor her parents knew exactly where she was staying, because if they did, they wouldn’t let her stay there. 

He jogged down the rickety stairs out to the waiting car. “Anthony, drive me back to the club please.”

His driver nodded. For a while they navigated the streets of the now rain soaked London roads. He made another call. “Eliza, thanks for answering so late.”

His estate agent yawned. “I’ve learned by now that when you call, I should answer because it usually means I’m about to make a lot of money.” Eliza Dunsten was the best at what she did. He’d learned early that staking his claim on any piece of land he could would be good for him. So, he bought as much property as he could. Now that was going to come in handy. 

“Listen, you know that flat I’ve got on just the outskirts of Chiswick, where there is a Sixty-five bus that turns to head towards Ealing?” 

“Yeah. What about it?”

“Do we have tenants in it right now?”

“No, we had some students who left. I was just about to relist it. Honestly, students couldn’t afford that place anyway. It’s too expensive. I was thinking of going for the upmarket types. You know, those who don’t want to live exactly in the hustle and bustle of Central London, but young professionals, you know?”

“Yes, I know, but change of plan. I’ll be taking over the lease myself.”

“I don’t understand. You can’t lease what you already own.”

“I know, but I need to move someone in there.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. He could practically hear her curiosity buzzing, but he wasn’t going to tell her anything more than he had to.

“All right then, what term to what term?”

“Term is as soon as humanly possible to an undetermined time.”

“Okay then, will there be a lease?”

“No. No lease. Just charge it to the corporation. Make sure you take out your cleaning fee as normal, and your property management fee.”

“But you don’t really need to manage the property especially if you’re renting it to someone yourself.”

“Well, I don’t exactly want them to know I’m renting the property. So just do what I need. Get it ready for someone to move in as soon as possible.”

She stopped arguing with him then. “Okay then. Probably the soonest that they can move in is three days from now.”

“I suppose it’ll have to do. Thank you, Eliza.” He hung up the phone and leaned back against the seat. You are playing with fire.

Yeah, he was. Problem was, he didn’t really care.

*** 

Emma

Holy shit! She had survived. 

Her first critique with Xander Chase had not gone as badly as she’d thought it might. It also hadn’t gone as well as she’d hoped. But she could improve on that. Today, he had said that she was playing it too safe, and that her photos weren’t as imaginative as they could be. How the hell was she supposed to fix that? 

“Well, you’re going to have to find a way,” she muttered to herself.

Before she even had a moment to rest her head against the pillows of her couch, there was a knock at the door. When she ran to answer it, she stopped short when she noticed a couple of builders outside the keyhole. “Can I help you?” she asked through the closed door. 

“Yes, we’ve got an order to move you.”

She frowned. “Say what?”

“Yes ma’am, we’ve got a work order here. It’s from Zach Andrews.”

What in the world had he done? It took her three full seconds to make a decision, but she opened the door and glared at them. “Let me see that.” Sure enough, there was a work order from Zach to move her belongings from here to where the hell was that? She wasn’t entirely familiar with the address, but it seemed familiar somehow. Like maybe it was nearby? “I’m so sorry you gentlemen came all the way here, but I am not moving today.” 

They both slid each other a glance, and then the taller of the two mustered up his courage to say, “I’m so sorry, madam. We were told to expect that from you. Mr. Andrews said to suggest that we tell you to give him a call if you had any questions about the new arrangements.”

“New arrangements?” That man had lost his mind. Yes, maybe it’s a student flat and that it isn’t as nice as it could be, but I’m a student. I’m supposed to live at a place like this.

The shorter and sturdier of the two shifted on his feet, “Miss, if you would just allow us to do our work …”

“You are not to touch a thing.” She snatched the work order out of his hand. “I am so sorry I am being rude. But you’ve come all this way for nothing. If you just pack up your things and go, I will sort this out with Zach right now.” Except she didn’t exactly know where to find him. “Do you know where his office is?” 

The shorter man pulled a business card out of his pocket. “He said you have to call this number and you can find him at that address if you have any problems.”

“If I have any problems. I swear to God, he’s worse than my brother.”

She left the two of them standing on the doorstep and she closed the door behind her. “I’ve already told you that you’re not moving me today. I’m so sorry you came all this way.”

The taller of the two held up a key. “Sorry, but we are going to move you today.”

“Are you mad? You can’t have a key to my place.”

He shrugged. “But we do.” He put the key in the lock and it turned easily.” She didn’t know what she was going to do. All she knew was that she was going to kill Zach. He had no right. Where the hell was he moving her to? If he thought she was going to let this stand, if he thought she was going to let him push her around, well, he had another thing coming.

***

Zach

Zach had anticipated her anger, but when she came barging into his office, he hadn’t anticipated quite how angry she would be. “Emma, it’s good to see you.”

“Don’t you Emma-it’s-good-to-see-you me! You sent men to my apartment to move me out. What the hell?”

He put up his hands as he stood. “Listen, I’m just doing this for your safety. Where you’re staying is not good for you. It’s dangerous. I worry about you staying there at night. I have somewhere safe where you can stay.”

“But did I ask you to do that?”

“No, but I’ve known you and your family for a very long time. I’m not just going to stand by and let you stay in an unsafe situation.”

“That is not for you to determine.”

“Look, I get that you’re mad, but honestly, you’ll love the new place. It’s close by. It’s right near your school, and it’ll take you less than five minutes on the bus. It’s safer. It’s nicer.”

“I didn’t ask you to do this. Why are you acting like you’re my dad?”

“Trust me. I am not your father.”

“You promised me. You promised you weren’t going to tell Steven. You promised me you weren’t going to tell my parents.”

He reached out and planted his hands on her shoulders. ”And, I didn’t. I kept that promise. I didn’t tell them a thing.”

She stared at him. “Are you insane? Like actually certifiable? I want to know.”

“No, not last I checked. But I do care about you, and I want you to be safe. You can’t possibly suggest that I don’t want you to be safe.”

She opened her mouth and then shut it firmly. 

“I would prefer that you check with me before you interfere in my life. I liked my apartment.”

He shook his head and laughed. “No, you didn’t. Nobody would like that apartment. It was a dump.”

“But it was my dump. You can’t just take over my life. You can’t just waltz in and decide you know better. I’m not going to allow it.”

He didn’t know what happened then because he’d had something perfectly rational to say, something that would have calmed her down and gotten her to see his way of thinking, except he didn’t pull that out. He couldn’t remember it, because like an idiot, he’d forgotten his golden rule: don’t stare at Emma’s lips. 

And the whole time she had been talking and ranting at him, he’d been staring. And once you stare at something you can’t have, you forget that you shouldn’t be having it in the first place. So he kissed her. The moment his lips hit hers, he knew there was no going back.

Her lips were soft, so damned soft. When she gasped, he couldn’t help it; he had to have a taste. Just a small one. When he delved his tongue into her mouth and slid his tongue against hers, a shiver racked his body.

Zach wanted more, so much more. He wanted to pull her into him and devour her, but that little whimper she made at the back of her throat stopped him. If he kept kissing her, he’d lift her onto his desk and sink into her. Fuck the consequences.

She gasped and he took full advantage, sliding his tongue deep into her mouth. Tentatively, she met his tongue with hers and he groaned low. With a sigh, Emma melted into him and looped her arms around his neck, pouring herself into the kiss. 

Zach pulled back slightly, nipping at her bottom lip as he did. She swayed into him and he had to wrestle with the savage part of him that wanted to claim her on his desk.

Emma ran her tongue over her bottom lip and he groaned. When he pressed his lips to hers again, his lips were soft, tentative, and explorative at first as he tried to go slow. But he wanted to devour her. To make her his. To make her feel alive and wanted. 

You’re not good enough for her. For once, he listened to the voice loud and clear.

He dragged his lips from hers, harsh pants tearing out of his chest as he staggered back, pushing her away from him. “Shit, Emma. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to—”

Her lashes fluttered as she blinked her eyes open. “Zach, I—I’m going to go.”

All he could do was watch as she ran from his office.

Well, that went well.





Chapter Seven

Emma

Zach had kissed her.

Actually kissed her. Every time she thought of his tongue sliding over hers, heat spread through her, the hairs on her arms stood at attention and she reflexively licked her lips, wanting more.

But you heard him. He didn’t mean for that to happen. Shit, what the hell was that?

No, she couldn’t think about that. If he meant it, then what the hell did this mean? If he hadn’t meant it, then that shit was going to hurt. Either way, she had bigger fish to fry, like her new flat.

Emma wanted to hate it. She really did. She wanted it to be the worst place she had ever seen, but it wasn’t. She loved it. It was bright, airy, open, and exquisitely decorated. She still had no idea how she was supposed to afford to live here. Zach said that a friend of his needed a house sitter. So as long as she watered the plants, she could pay a fraction of the rent. To her, that sounded a little too good to be true. But he knew how to play her. She’d fallen in love with the place as soon as she walked in. It was hardly fair. How was she expected to stay strong when the flat of her dreams had bay windows? Bay freaking windows! She was only so strong. As she twirled in the middle of her new bedroom, she heard her phone ring. Of course, just as she was starting to have fun, her mother called, which probably meant that she’d somehow telepathically realized that Emma was having a grand old time. She jogged into the living room and answered. “Hi Mum. How are you?”

“You mean besides the fact that my youngest child has skipped off, left home, and won’t tell me where she is? I’m fine.”

“Mum, listen, do you remember how to do the video? I’ll show you.”

“No, I do not remember. What does it matter anyway?”

“So I can show you my apartment. I figure if you can see it, you’ll feel better, right?”

This was a gamble. If her mother hated it, she would just list it as one more reason why Emma didn’t belong in London. But it was a risk she had to take. She turned her video on and proceeded to show her mother around the apartment. “You see the bay windows here. Look at the view. That’s actually a little part of the Thames I can see from my window. Over there, that’s the bathroom. Plenty of room. Plenty of light.”

Her mother sat stoically. She didn’t say a word. Finally, when Emma was done, she asked, “What do you think? Maybe you and Dad could come up and have a visit?” 

The first words out of her mother’s mouth were, “Emma Marie, just what are you doing in London to be able to afford a place like that?”

Her heart sank. “Mum, why can’t you just be happy? I’m in a good program. I’m excited. Just be happy for me. It doesn’t cost you a thing.”

“What that costs young lady is your self-respect. I’m not sure who you’ve gone and shacked up with, or exactly what you’re doing, but I don’t approve of any of it.”

Emma sighed. “Mum, can’t you just be happy? I mean, I asked that question as if I don’t already know the answer. But I’m happy and I’m doing well. My classes are actually going really well.” It wasn’t until she sat on the window seat that she noticed a card on one of the cushions. When she opened it, there was note on the card from Zach that said, “Check the coffee table drawer in the living room. I hope I got it right.”

She frowned even as her mother went on and on about the choices she was making in her life. When Emma reached the coffee table, she opened the drawer and found the two lenses. A perfect replacement for the ones that had been stolen. What in the world? Why in the world? He’d replaced them for her because he knew how important they were for her. 

How was it that her own mother couldn’t grasp how important this whole experience was, but the man she hadn’t seen in years understood exactly where she was coming from in less than a night? It seemed that she owed Zach an apology, and a thank you, because so far he was one of the main reasons she was enjoying the city.

***

Emma

Emma knew she shouldn’t be here. 

But she couldn’t help herself. It was Zach’s birthday. He should have cake. He should have her present. 

She clutched the box she’d wrapped herself containing a compass and she was going to take it to him. 

She knew what had probably happened. 

Zach’s father, had likely found out about the birthday celebration at her house and wasn’t letting him come. But his father was also a coward, so instead of talking to their family and telling them that Zach couldn’t make it, he was just keeping him home letting them worry. Zach’s father’s need for her family’s approval was probably the only reason he ever allowed Zach to come to their house in the first place. 

His father worked for hers at the brewery. She’d never thought it was a particularly good idea that he worked there, considering his own troubles with alcohol. But her father always said he was a good employee when he was on the clock. It was just how he acted afterward that was the problem. 

It didn’t matter, though. Emma was going to make sure that Zach got his present. These things were important. Presents were important. She’d learned that. It was important to celebrate the good things in life. At least that’s what her mom always told her. Ben and Steven were doing a whole obstacle course thing in the back garden for him. They’d been disappointed when he hadn’t come over but also understood. They planned on celebrating with him later. But she wanted Zach to have his present from her on his actual birthday.

The caravan park a mile from their house was tucked away further inland. There were no sea views from here. And as soon as she crossed across Ilford Place, it was as if a shadow fell over this part of the village. As if anyone who lived here had been sucked into some kind of vortex and was never getting out. 

No. Zach would get out. He was that kind of guy. Well, at least she thought he was. He was athletic and determined and good looking. Not that it mattered. Not that her crush on her brother’s friend mattered at all. This wasn’t about that. This was about his birthday.

She crossed Ilford Place and wound her way to the several caravans parked until she found one to be his. She could hear the yelling from inside already. 

On the stairs she hesitated, not sure she should knock or not. But she glanced down at the present she held in her hand. The wrapping was a bit crumpled from the walk over. But as she came all the way over here, she was going to give it to him.

Just as she raised her hand to knock, she heard a crash inside. “You’re never going to amount to anything. You’re worthless. Even your mum ran away so she wouldn’t have to deal with you.”

The shame washed through Emma. Was this how his father talked to him? How awful. No wonder she often caught him staring, confused by her parents. He was always watchful of their interactions with her and her brothers. He had no idea what that was like. Maybe he would be embarrassed that she was here. Maybe he would be embarrassed that she’d heard. She frowned and considered turning away. But no, it was his birthday. No one should have to deal with something like this on their birthday. 

With another deep breath, she knocked loudly on the door. The yelling inside continued. But she wasn’t giving up. She might be the annoying little sister of his best mates, but she was still his friend and friends didn’t give up on their friends. When no one came to the door, she knocked even louder, making a small fist and using it well, pounding on the door until finally she heard the heavy foot fall approaching.

When Zach’s father opened the door, he scowled at her and then stumbled back. She could tell it was an effort to morph his face from angry to neutral and he didn’t even manage it well. “Emma? What are you doing here?”

Oh hell, what was she going to say? ‘I heard you yelling at Zach and I want you to stop it?’ She sniffed. “My – my father, my parents, we were expecting Zach an hour ago for a celebration.” Oh boy, this lie might come back to bite her in the butt. But she was going with it. If ever it was time to learn to blab her way to things, this would be it. “It’s his birthday, and as you know every year Steven, Ben, we all do something extra. You know, in addition to what you do.”

She knew his father hadn’t planned to do anything. But she wasn’t going to let on. All she needed to do was get Zach out of the house. That was her job here and she wasn’t leaving until it was done.

Zach appeared at his father’s elbow and his eyes went wide. “Emma?”

“Oh, hi Zach, I was sent to fetch you for, you know, your birthday do at my house. Steven and Ben have some big surprise plans so, you know, I got the duty.” She shifted her gaze to his father hoping he was buying this.

The old man glowered at her. “It’s Zach’s birthday? But that’s not for –“ and then he frowned. She could see it, a hint of shame. 

He’d forgotten. He’d forgotten his own son’s birthday, but the scowl was back in a second. “I can handle my son’s birthday.”

She blinked rapidly. “Of course, sir. We assumed that you had a celebration going, but we didn’t know when. So, we hope we’re not intruding on anything you’ve got planned today.”

She could bite her tongue. She’d given him an opening to say that they were celebrating today. Gosh, she’s going to have to get better at this whenever she got older. But Zach apparently saw through what she was trying to do and he helped her out. “No, nothing is planned today. Dad’s busy, so we’re going to do it this weekend.” He shifted his gaze to his father and then stepped out of range for a moment, as if expecting a whack. 

Trapped, the old man had no option but to acquiesce. “Your father put this together?”

She nodded. “Yeah, we do something every year for my friends too. Something at the house, so everyone knows that they’re welcome always.” That last line was for Zach, to let him know that no matter what was going on he always had somewhere to go.

Zach’s father shifted on his feet as if unsure of what to make of all these. Then finally, he turned his attention to Zach who already had shoes on and a jumper. Zach squeezed out of the tiny doorway, careful not to brush up against his father and then joined her on the top step. “I won’t be too late.” And then he took her hand and tugged her down the stairs in his wake. Emma barely managed to even mumble a goodbye to his father and she had to sprint to keep up with him.

“You shouldn’t have done that, Ems.”

“I don’t care. It’s your birthday. You should celebrate. Also, I have a present for you.” She thrust the present at him, and a hot flush of embarrassment crept up her neck.

He stopped when they were several hundred meters away from his house and he stared at the present. “You got me something?”

“Of course, silly, it’s your birthday. Everyone deserves presents on their birthday.”

He frowned for a moment and then blinked rapidly. When he nodded, he spoke softly. “Thank you for this.” He inclined his head back toward the house. “And for that, it means more than you’ll know.”

She wanted to wipe the sadness out of his eyes, and so she grinned up at him. “Come on. Move along. Mom made a pudding and you have to pretend to be surprised about Ben and Steven’s surprise obstacle course in the backyard, okay?” She started walking briskly so that he wouldn’t see the well of emotion brimming in her eyes. She’d always had a little crush on Zach, but today, today she was sure that she loved him. Never mind that she was only eleven. She knew what love was. And that’s what she felt right now.





Chapter Eight

Zach

Zach looked down at the final tally numbers from Club Trend’s opening weekend, doing his best to focus on the numbers and not think about Emma. Of all his clubs, it had definitely earned him more money than he had anticipated, blowing his projections through the roof. By now, he should have pulled out of the clubs entirely. But he still liked knowing every aspect of every one of his businesses. He had monthly meetings with Jason, his tech team and his real estate team.

“Mate, these are some sick numbers,” Jason was saying as they looked at the spreadsheet together. “I can’t believe that we made that in a weekend.”

“We shouldn’t have to worry about supplier issues any longer,” Zach remarked, leaning back in his chair. Those numbers were a reason to celebrate, but all he wanted to do was talk to Emma again. Emma. Damn, he couldn’t get her out of his head. A few cheeky smiles and she’d invaded his dreams, doing things that he should be shot for thinking about. 

His phone rang and he clamored to get it, his heart hammering in his chest. It was her. She was ringing him. Ignoring Jason’s look of surprise, he looked at the screen, swearing as he got a closer look at the number. No, it wasn’t that Welsh, it was the other one. Holding the phone up to his ear, he swallowed hard and sucked in a deep breath. “Hey mate, what’s up?”

“Congratulations,” Steven said in his ear, his voice jovial. “I saw in the paper that your club killed it this weekend. I know you must be fucking ecstatic.”

“I am,” Zach said slowly. “Thanks for calling. I hope you get to see the place soon.”

“Me too,” Steven replied. “I’m hoping to be London-bound in a few weeks. We will throw it down then.”

“Sounds good,” Zach said. It had been a long time since they got to hang out together. “What’s happening?”

“Have you seen Emma yet?” Steven asked. 

Zach rubbed a hand over his face. Hell yeah, he had seen Emma and she had turned his world upside down in a matter of hours. “Why?” he asked. Had Emma said anything to her brother?

“I was just wondering,” Steven replied with a heavy sigh. “I couldn’t get anything out of her earlier other than how well school was going. I hope she’s not being bothered by any fuckers.”

Zach let out a breath, thinking that the only fucker Steven needed to be worried about, unfortunately, was him. Shit, this put him in an awkward situation. “I already told you; I’ll watch out for her,” he finally said. “I’m planning on seeing her this weekend,” he lied. He’d have to figure out a way to apologize first.

Yeah, he was a real tosser. He knew it. “It’s good to have friends like you I can count on,” Steven said. “I don’t know what I would do without you, mate.”

“I know,” Zach said faintly. They said their goodbyes and Zach threw the phone on the table, running his hand through his hair roughly. 

Jason chuckled. “Please don’t tell me this has anything to do with the bird from the other night,” Jason said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You look like you are about to vomit.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Zach said, picking up the papers they were poring over just a few minutes ago. He didn’t want anyone to know what he was thinking about Emma. It made him feel disloyal to his best friend, while denying himself something he had wanted for a while. He couldn’t do it. There was no way he could do anything with Emma. But there was also no avoiding her. He had to talk to her.

***

Zach

Later that night, Zach still hadn’t called Emma. He wiped both hands on his jeans as his mind recalled the last time he’d seen her. He’d fucked that up. He knew it. She’d been angry, and he kissed her. And since he kissed her, that shit had been playing in his head for two solid days which wasn’t good for him.

The last thing he wanted to do was remember that kiss. He didn’t want to remember the softness of her lips, or the little breathy sigh that she made, or how his blood flowed like lava through his veins at the slightest touch of her tongue to his.

He knew himself. He knew what he was. He knew what he had done. She should stay very far away from him. Jesus Christ, he was fucking toxic. But here he was, his phone on his hands shaking, desperate to do the one thing he told himself he couldn’t do. Call her. 

Do not call her. This is not going to end the way that you want. The problem was, even though he knew it, he did it anyway. She was already programmed in his phone. All he had to do was hit send. 

Don’t do it. 

Fuck it. He hit send and then waited anxiously for her to answer. What if she didn’t answer? What if she was still ticked? And Lord knew, she had a right to be. He had hired a couple of lorry drivers to come ’round and move her out of house and home. He’d be pissed too.

Except what he did was for her own good. At least that’s what he told himself. He told himself he was taking care of her. He told himself that this was what Steven would want. That this was what her brother would want. 

His two best friends in the world would want him to look after their little sister. 

Except you don’t exactly want to look after her. 

Hell, he wanted to do a lot more than look after her. And that had always been his problem. He wanted things he shouldn’t have. He had never been good enough for her. Not once, not ever. He had no business putting his hands on her now. It’s a bit too late for that, isn’t it? 

Yeah, far too late, because now that he’d tasted her, he wanted to do it again. And he wanted to do a lot more than just taste. He wanted to touch, devour, possess. 

She answered breathlessly, “Hello?”

“Hey, Em, it’s Zach.”

There was a pause. Just a bit, but he noticed it. She wasn’t sure what to do, what to say. Well, that made the two of them. “Hey, I didn’t um — after our last conversation, I didn’t expect you to call. “

Yeah, the thing about that conversation was it had ended with his tongue in her mouth, and her shoving him away and running out of his office. So why should he expect a friendly reception now? 

“Yeah, I know. Shit just got a little out of hand. Listen, I wanted to see you.”

“Oh, did you need something?”

Don’t do it. Do not do it. 

But it was too late for that now. He had already crossed an invisible line and it didn’t matter, because to him, now the seal was broken. He’d broken one rule, so why not break another one? “Come on. Spend the day with me.”

“Actually, I was headed out.”

“Okay. Do you mind some company?” He wanted her, and despite the fact that he knew this was a terrible idea and that he likely wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off of her, he wanted to see her. He could be a friend. He could do that thing. The thing that Steven needed him to do? He could be that guy. 

 “Oh, the thing is I was just about to go work on my assignment for the week. You know, capture London, I guess. Markets and things. You’d probably find it really boring.”

“You’d be surprised. Look, I know I stepped over a line the other day. I’d like to make that up to you.”

Another pause. “You stepped over a line?”

“Yeah. You know, I fucked up. So, I would like it if we could be friends.”

“But we are friends.”

Shit, this was not going how he planned. “No, I mean, yeah, of course.” Smooth, real smooth. “You know, like before —before I crossed the line.”

She sighed. “Fine, you obviously know where I live, so we’ll just dispense with that set of pleasantries and um, do you want to come ’round in an hour?”

“Yeah, absolutely. I’ll see you soon.”

His heart hammered like a racehorse. He was that full of nerves and excitement to see her. Something told him this was going to be a very bad idea. 





Chapter Nine

Emma

Emma wasn’t sure what she expected. Part of her was angry. Part of her was intrigued. Part of her was confused as hell. Zach had kissed her. Just the way she had always dreamed. Then he’d apologized. Now, he had called and apologized and told her he wanted to be friends. What in the ever-loving hell? What was she supposed to do with that? Act like she was happy that he just wanted to be friends? Or act like she wasn’t totally floored and aroused and left confused by that kiss? Was he playing a game with her? 

No, he wouldn’t be, would he? That would be a dick move. 

When her doorbell rang an hour later, she ran to the door and grabbed her camera bag. When she swung it open, Zach stood on the other side looking mildly sheepish. He had two cups of coffee in his hands. “Do you still take it black with more sugar than can possibly be healthy for one person?”

Emma frowned. “You remembered that?”

“How could I not? You were the only insane person I knew that would ruin coffee like this.” 

“You just don’t know what you’re missing.” She took it gratefully from him, and then sipped tentatively. “Umm, that’s perfect. Just how I like it.”

When she lifted her gaze, his eyes were on her lips. And subconsciously she couldn’t help but lick them. He blinked rapidly and then turned his gaze away. “So where are we going?”

“Camden Market.”

“Right on. I haven’t been there in ages. We’ll grab an Uber and —”

“Oh no you don’t. I’m having a photography day, so that means I need to be outside taking pictures, so no Uber nonsense. We’re going to take the bus.” The boy she had known would have walked miles just to get where he wanted to go. Hopped three buses, a train, another bus, and another train, but his business must be doing really well because whatever he did he’d clearly gotten used to being driven around by someone. “You’re okay with the bus, aren’t you?”

He laughed. “Are you asking if I’ve gone soft?”

She giggled. “I mean, I didn’t say it, you did.”

His grin was quick and open. “Oh no, you don’t. Don’t forget I’m still Zach Andrews from Tenworth. I’ll never be a posh, soft boy.”

“Oh yeah? Then prove it.”

“Come on then, Country Mouse. Why don’t you show me my city?”

“I promise you in no time, I’ll know it better than you do.”

“Somehow I doubt that.”

He was right about that. Everywhere they went, he knew of a food stand, or some artisan, or some shortcut, to the winding streets of Central London, winding their way over to Campton and then south to Brixton. He dragged her all over the city. She had taken the best shots she had ever taken. At least she thought so. And for once, somebody was more enthusiastic than she was. It was refreshing.

Nobody telling them to slow down or be patient, or take her time. Instead he just took her hand and dragged her along behind him. The thing was, he looked like he was having the time of his life. For long spans of the day, he looked like the Zach she’d known when they were kids. Youthful and a little bit wild, open and laughing. She’d missed him.

It was only after they stopped for a mid-afternoon snack of curried beef that she thought to say to him, “You’re so different here, at least until today. Today, I’ve been seeing these glimpses of the old you.”

Suddenly, his happy smile slipped a little. “Yeah well, it’s easy to get bogged down in work and all the other things running through my head. Today sort of feels like the old me a little bit.”

“You know the city so well.”

“Yeah well, when I got here I didn’t have any other choice but to learn quickly. It was lonely sometimes.”

She nodded. “But you had Ben.”

His gaze met hers. “Yeah, I did. You remind me of him.”

She sighed. “I know. Mum says it all the time. ‘Careful now. Steady on. You’re too much like your brother. Slow down. Look before you leap.’” She shook her head. “It’s exhausting. Sometimes it feels like I’m being squeezed too hard. Hemmed in, you know?”

“They just worry about you. Your brother was your brother; you knew him. He didn’t look before he leapt. And when he got here, life was too fast, too hard.” He shook his head. “I don’t know. I just know that I miss him.”

She nodded and blinked away tears. “Yeah, me too. There’s something about being in the city that makes me feel closer to him. I don’t know. Maybe it’s you. The four of us were so inseparable for so long, you know?” She laughed. “Actually, well, you three were inseparable. I just tagged along trying to be included.”

“I liked having you around.”

“Yeah, thanks for that. You just wanted to have a little sister to tease too.”

“But you weren’t my little sister, were you?”

In that moment, she could see the intensity, the unmasked need and longing. But just when she thought he was going to kiss her again, he suddenly reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear. Hell, at this point, she’d take the slightest touch. Even with a brush up against her, she would probably explode. But he stepped back. “Have you got all your pictures for the day?”

What? What was happening? What’s happening, you silly twat, is he’s not going to kiss you, not again. Yeah, right, because he wanted to be friends. “Yeah, I think I’ve got it all.”

“Right on. Then let’s get you home.”

And he was serious when he said getting her home. He walked her right to her door like it was a date, except it wasn’t a date, was it? 

“Well, thanks for today. It was fun. I think that curry burned the roof of my mouth, and I’m pretty sure I’ve killed some taste buds. But it was delicious and exciting and everything I needed. I think I’ve got some great shots.”

He rocked back on his heels. “I had fun today too. Ems, I—”

“Look, if you’re going to say you’re sorry, or how the other day shouldn’t have happened, or whatever it is you’re going to say, I don’t exactly want to hear it because I liked it. So every time you apologize, it sucks just a wee bit.” 

He groaned low. “Ems, you’re not supposed to say that.”

She shrugged. “It’s the truth.” 

“You don’t understand. This, you and me? It can’t happen. It just can’t. You are practically family to me. Can we actually be friends? I’ve missed you, Clever Emma. I need my friend. I’ve missed a taste of home.”

Emma swallowed the twinge of pain and reminded herself that he wasn’t hers. “Yeah, sure, of course. It’ll be like it never happened.”

For a moment, there was a look in his eyes. She would have sworn she saw something there, but as quickly as she thought she saw it, it was gone. 

“Cheers, Ems. It’s going to be great having you in London.”

Yeah, bloody great. She’d sort of thought she was getting a boyfriend, but somehow she ended up in the friend zone. She had no choice but to watch him walk away.

***

Zach

Zach could hear Emma crying. He went on his way up the stairs to Steven’s room, but passing by Emma’s made him pause. He could hear the sniffling and that broke something inside him. Ever since that day a couple of years ago, when she stood up to his father and demanded that he come to his birthday party, he’d had a major soft spot for her. Hell, soft spot didn’t even begin to cover it. He loved that girl. Like a sister, of course. Yeah, right. 

If she was crying, he wanted to know why. But you should leave her alone. You’re not good enough for her. And didn’t he know it? His father told him that every day, about how he wasn’t good enough. 

He saw it. 

Girls like Emma Welsh, they deserve the best and he was certainly not the best. But still, knowing that he should have bypassed her room and headed straight for Steven and Ben’s, he still knocked. She took a moment, and he heard the sniffling, but when she came to the door, there were no tears on her face though her eyes were red. “Zach, hey. Steven and Ben are in their room.”

He nodded. “I know. I was on my way to see them, but – “

She frowned. “What?”

Better to just be honest. “I heard you crying and I couldn’t just walk by. Are you all right?”

She gave him a tremulous smile. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Emma was growing up into a beautiful girl. She had always been cute. But now she was getting really pretty with her strawberry blond waves, the freckles dusting her nose and her clear green eyes. “What’s wrong, Ems? I can tell.”

“It’s nothing. It’s just stupid Killian O’Rourke and Paddy Maguire teasing me.”

He stood at attention then. “They were bothering you?”

Her eyes darted towards Steven and Ben’s rooms. “Please keep your voice down. If Steven and Ben hear us, there’s going to be a fight. And if Ben gets into one more fight, I’m afraid of what Dad is going to do.”

She had a point. Ben had been getting into more and more fights lately. Where Steven thought things through, Ben never did. One would think given his background, Zach would be the one leading the charge on all the mischief. But no, that was all Ben. More often than not, Zach and Steven had to drag him out of some mess or another. “Okay, I won’t tell them. But you need to tell me what happened.”

Her face bloomed red. What the hell? She was embarrassed?

“It’s not that important.” She shifted on her feet. “I’m fine, honestly.”

Zach frowned. “Tell me, or, I will get Steven and Ben in here and you’ll tell all three of us.”

She glowered at him and somehow that just made her look cuter. “Just – they were teasing me about, you know.”

He shook his head. “No, I don’t know. What were they teasing you about?”

She cleared her throat and adjusted her shoulders. “You know, about me not having any breasts yet.”

It was by sheer herculean effort that his gaze didn’t drift down. He noticed that she looked…older now. Her hips had rounded out a little, and while she wasn’t overly developed like some of the girls, she did have the beginnings of some gentle curves. Those assholes were going to pay for making her feel bad about herself. “Listen to me, they are twats. I probably shouldn’t say twats to you, because your father and brothers will kill me, but that’s what they are, twats. You are beautiful. There’s not a single thing wrong with you.”

That was the truth. To him, Emma Welsh was perfect exactly the way that she was. 

She chewed her bottom lip. “They were just so mean about it, you know? Insisting that nobody was ever going to ask me out since I had no tits and I look too stuck up to give blow jobs.”

Zach’s mouth hung open. “They said that to you – to your face about the blow jobs?”

He couldn’t help it. His voice kept getting louder and louder. The fact that they had the nerve to say that to her, knowing who her brothers are. Well, mostly knowing who Ben was. Steven avoided a fight if he could. But if you picked a fight with him, he was likely going to end it. 

Most people just avoided Zach. Probably because of that time he’d given Ryan Murphy three stitches over his eye. The kid had been asking for it. He’d been finding half empty drink bottles behind the pub and he’d gotten into a few that still have the bottoms on them. And then he’d gone to the footie match and picked the fight, calling Zach names about being dirt poor. 

Ryan had thrown the first punch. Zach had thrown the last one. Didn’t Killian and Patty Maguire know that the Welsh’s were pretty much family to him? How dare they say something like that to Emma?

“Yes, that’s what they said. I don’t even know what a blow job is.” 

Zach held back the bark of laughter and her blatant honesty. “Ems, right now, you should have no idea what it is.”

“I mean, I know everyone thinks I’m like dumb and naive, I guess.”

“No one thinks that. Listen, I mean it. You’re beautiful. They don’t know what they’re talking about, okay?”

She nodded and he couldn’t help the urge to hug her. He glanced around to make sure t no one was watching him. Then he reached out and pulled her in. You are a selfish prat. He had no right to touch her. No right to want to be this close to her. She was only 14. Yeah, she’d be 15 in a week, but honestly, he had no right to want her. She was Steven’s little sister and he was just a boy that wasn’t good enough. But good enough or not, he was going to make sure that Patty Maguire and Killian O’Rourke paid dearly. “Don’t worry about anything they said. I’ll have a talk with them.”

She pulled back and wiped her remaining tears off her cheeks. “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”

“No. Of course, not.”

***

Zach

Most people wouldn’t call Zach a liar. He was generally direct. 

But he told a lie earlier today. When he’d been at the Welsh’s house, with Emma in his arms, he promised her he wasn’t going to do something stupid. But, he lied. Well actually, it was not a lie exactly, because this wasn’t stupid. This was payback. He waited along the path just across the street from the brewery where his father worked for Emma’s father and where he would likely end up working one day. He knew this was the path that Paddy Maguire took when he went home most days. And seeing that Killian was his best friend, they’d be together. 

He didn’t have to wait long. He popped out from behind the tree as soon as he saw Paddy. 

Paddy and Killian hopped back. “Zach? What are you doing hiding behind the tree?”

Zach shrugged. “This is the place with the best cover.” And then he let his fist fly. 








Chapter Ten

Emma

It had been a week since she’d seen Zach. Well, a week, two days and several hours, but she wasn’t desperate enough to keep track. Nope, she was totally focused on school. And hey, it was paying off. Emma looked down with a grin, glad to see the grade on top. She had worked her tail off on this week’s assignment and all the hard work had paid off. Xander was starting to like her work better. This week’s critique had been the best so far and she’d skated by with a “Passable” remark when most of her classmates had not fared so well. 

“Ms. Welsh,” Xander said as she started to leave. “A moment.”

She walked up to the front of the class as Professor Chase placed his papers in his briefcase. She liked the professor and had enjoyed his classes so far. “Yes?”

“Great job on this week’s assignment,” he said with a smile. “I can see you starting to settle into your own style.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Good teacher I guess.”

He laughed. “Hardly. If you believe Abbie, I’m a heartless prick.” He shrugged. “But I can spot talent.”

She flushed. “Wow. Thank you.”

“It’s not flattery. It’s the truth. I saw your name on the work study roster. And I believe in giving program students access to the best jobs first. I need someone to assist in my new gallery. Would you be interested?”

Holyfuckingshit! She wasn’t proud of the speechless moment, but for more minutes than could probably be considered appropriate, she stared at him. It wasn’t until he snapped his fingers in front of her eyes that she could bring herself to reply. “Yes! Absolutely. I am,” Emma stammered. She needed this more than he knew. “What would it entail?”

“It would be more like an internship. But you’ll learn a lot about the clients they have and it would be good for you to learn the business side of the beauty. I try to make sure all true artists that leave my program can handle their own business affairs should it come to that.”

“Really?” she asked, her heart thudding in her chest. She couldn’t believe this. “Thank you, Xander. I don’t know what to say.”

He reached in his camera case and pulled out a business card, scribbling something on the back of it before handing it to her. “Go and ask for Gareth. Good luck, Emma. I think you’re doing great. And do yourself a favor. Don't take everything so seriously.”

Emma took the card and held it to her chest, not believing her luck today. “Thank you.” He nodded and she walked out of the classroom, reaching for her phone immediately. Laila wasn’t going to believe this. She was so having a glass of wine tonight to celebrate. Maybe they could even go to another club. Pressing the send button, she held the phone up to her ear, a smile on her face. This was so epic. 

“Hello?” 

Zach’s voice filled her ear and Emma was startled at first. She pulled the phone away, realizing she had called his number instead, and contemplated hanging up before she decided against it. Because she didn’t want to look like a loser. After all, she hadn’t done anything but think of him since the other night at the coffeehouse. “Hey, Zach.”

“Hey,” he said, clearly surprised as well. “How are you?”

“I’m good. Great I mean,” she answered, her excitement bubbling over. “I have just been offered a job.”

“That’s great, Ems,” he said. “Congrats.”

Awkward. “Thanks,” she said as she strolled outside. “Am I interrupting something?”

 “Nope, you can never interrupt me. I’m glad you called.”

“Well I didn’t mean to,” she blurted out, not wanting him to think she was seeking him out. Oh, she was so shit at this.

“Was I a butt dial then?” he asked laughing, his voice low even over the phone. She swallowed hard as a rush of heat filled her body once more, thinking that Zach could be sexy even on the phone. It was ridiculous, really. 

“N—no,” she said with a little laugh. “I mean I meant to call my friend Laila about my good news and somehow you got dialed.”

“Well I’m glad you did,” he answered. “And I think we need to celebrate your good news. Let me take you to dinner.”

Emma’s breath caught. Zach wanted to take her to dinner? Seriously? “W—what?” What the hell?

“Dinner,” he repeated. “Unless you have other plans tonight.”

“Um no, I don’t,” she blurted out, not wanting this opportunity to pass by. Dinner with Zach. This is a bad idea. Too bad her libido had already shut down the rational centers of her brain. “I would love to.” 

“I’ll pick you up at eight then.” 

“See you then,” she said softly before clicking off, a stupid smile spreading on her face. First this job and now dinner with Zach. She couldn’t believe it. What else was going to happen today? 





Chapter Eleven

Zach

What the hell was he doing? Being a fuck up; that’s what you're doing.

For once he agreed with the part of his father that still lived in his head. Zach drummed his fingers along his knee nervously as the private car wound its way through Ealing, knowing he should call and beg off, say something came up. Considering what happened the last time they were together ... Okay, the last two times. 

But he couldn’t live with himself if he stood her up so he was on his way to pick her up, nervous as hell. This wasn’t some ordinary girl that he was taking out. This was Emma. Who you’ve been in love with for years. Who you don’t deserve. 

The car slowed in front of her building not far from the university and Zach climbed out, straightening his jacket in the process. He had debated on flowers, finally deciding against it in case they scared her off. That was the last thing he wanted to do. Hell, he hadn’t given as much thought to developing his first club as he had this date tonight. Not that this was a date. 

Climbing the steps to her flat, Zach took a deep breath before rapping on the door, finding it opening immediately. “Hey Zach,” Emma said, stepping aside. “Come on in. I’m almost ready.”

Zach stepped inside. Emma rushed in front of him, presumably to the loo before shutting the door. He took in the small changes she’d made, like the new throw pillows she’d added to the sparse furnishings. She’d added color and cheer. The colorful quilt that covered the couch caught his eye. So did the pictures that decorated the shelf behind the small couch. He was pleased to see one of the four of them in a small heart shaped frame, Emma in the front as the boys stood in the back, all grinning at the camera. That was back when life wasn’t complicated and Ben was still alive. 

“I’m sorry,” Emma said from behind, causing Zach to turn around. “I really meant to be ready by now.”

Zach took in the soft green dress she was wearing, the way it molded to her in all the right places and swallowed hard. Bloody hell she was beautiful. Her hair was down just the way he liked it and his hands itched to touch it to see if it was as soft as it looked. “What?” she asked, her hands on her hips now. 

Zach realized he was staring and shook his head. “You look beautiful.”

She blushed and grabbed her purse, tucking her hair behind her ear. He knew she did that when she was nervous. Thank God, she was nervous because he felt like he was going to pass out at any moment. “Thanks. You look nice too.”

He grinned and motioned for her to lead the way, feeling like he was on fucking cloud nine. Screw what Steven would think. This was between him and Emma at the moment. They walked down the stairs and he helped her into the car. Her fingers brushed his lightly before he shut the door and walked around to the other side. Taking a deep breath, he climbed inside and they were off. 

“So,” Emma said a moment later, “where are we going?”

“I’ve made reservations at Galvin at Windows,” Zach replied, thinking of the nice, romantic restaurant he frequented when he wanted a decent meal. “I hope that’s all right.” If not, he would take her wherever the hell she wanted to go. 

“It’s fine,” she said softly, giving him a smile. “Thanks for doing this.”

“Hey, we need to celebrate,” Zach answered, putting on a grin to hide his nervousness. “You got a job.”

“I know,” she said dreamily. “It’s like the best job that I could ever find this soon. I can’t even explain how excited I am.”

She didn’t have to; he could see it written all over her face. Zach wondered if he could ever put that look on her face. It was a look that would make any man feel like a damned hero. 

They arrived at the restaurant and he helped her out of the car, tucking her hand in the crook of his arm as they made their way up the stairs and into the lift. He could smell the fruity scent of her shampoo and he wanted to nuzzle into her neck. This was going to be the longest night of his life. Though, how could it not be? He was with her.

“This is really nice,” Emma remarked as they walked out of the lift and were shown to their table, the London skyline visible from the large windows as they were seated. “London is beautiful at night.”

“I love this city. It’s the perfect escape,” Zach admitted, taking in the view himself. He had truly fallen in love with the city and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else now. “How have you liked living here?”

“Oh, it’s great,” Emma said as the maître d’ poured glasses of wine specifically picked out for their meal tonight. Zach had made all the arrangements earlier. “I feel alive here.”

“That is an understatement,” Zach chuckled, thinking of the small town that they were both from as he raised his glass. “To you Emma and your good fortune today.”

“And to a wonderful date,” she answered, clinking her glass against his before taking a sip. Zach grinned, mainly because he felt like everything was going right tonight. When he had made the offer, Zach had half-expected Steven to jump out of some dark corner and start beating his arse for asking out his sister but he hadn’t and though Zach knew Steven would kill him for this, he couldn’t say no. He wanted this, no matter how wrong it was. 

“So,” Emma continued, her eyes shining in the soft candlelight, “tell me about your job Zach. I want to know what you do. You’ve never really told me exactly.”

Zach swallowed his mouthful of wine, nearly choking. He couldn’t tell her about the clubs. She would put two and two together and know that he was one of the reasons her brother was dead. After all, it had been his club that the knucklehead had been drinking at the night he died. “I, um, it’s nothing exciting,” he said.

“Come on,” she laughed, settling back in her chair with her wine glass in hand. “Give me something. Let me guess: you are in the SAS.”

Zach laughed. “No, nothing that exciting. I just own a couple of businesses. Nothing more.”

“But what?” she asked, prodding him. “Canned goods? Illegal weapons? Women’s knickers? Even better, sex toys?”

He chuckled then coughed on his wine. “You’re killing me,” he laughed, feeling lighter than he had for years, actually. “Illegal weapons? Really?” He couldn’t bring himself to say sex toys in front of her. Lest he think of all the myriad ways they might be able to use them. 

“Well you won’t tell me,” she countered, sipping her wine. “I have to make up things if you don’t tell me.”

“Your mind is warped,” he said with a grin. “No, I’m not dealing in weapons or knickers. Or sex toys. Think of me as an investor. Mostly tech. Then real estate. I borrowed starter cash and worked my arse off.” It wasn’t a total outright lie. His money was sunk in his clubs, which were investments. He just couldn’t tell her that. 

“Investments,” she echoed. “Well, that sounds positively boring.”

“I told you,” Zach said as their first course arrived. “Nothing exciting.” 

“I still prefer my James Bond secret assassin theory,” Emma muttered, looking down at the massive prawns on her plate. “Wow, did they inject these with steroids?”

Zach nearly choked on his shrimp. “Seriously, woman.”

“All right then,” she grinned, digging into her appetizer. Zach watched her, feeling like a damned lovesick fool. 

You are a fool. You can’t hide it forever. She will find out. And when she does, she’ll hate you almost as much as you hate yourself. 

He shouldn’t be doing this. She shouldn’t be with him, but it felt so good.

The rest of the dinner was filled with stories from their childhood. Zach couldn’t remember when he’d had more fun. As they walked out to the waiting car, he decided he didn’t want it to end. It would mean he would go to the club by himself and back to his old life, one that wasn’t especially exciting under the surface. “I am stuffed,” she said as he entered the car. “That was an amazing dinner, Zach. Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” he said. “Listen, can we just talk about the other day?”

She glanced over at him, shaking her head. “Nope. Especially not if you're going to tell me you didn’t mean to and it’s complicated.” She sighed. “I don’t want to think about that right now. I want to dance. Can we go to another club? I’ve heard Club Thames has excellent dancing.”

Zach groaned inwardly, knowing Jason was waiting there for him right now. Fate was screwing him over slowly. “Sure,” he said, his voice thick. “We can go.”

She gave him a smile and he gave the driver directions, settling back on the seat, apprehensive at taking Emma to his club. Though he was a well-known figure in the clubs, no one knew save Jason and Steven that he was the actual owner. Most thought he was just another partygoer, a man who had no life other than the nightlife. He preferred it that way. Instead of him getting mobbed by the media, Jason was the face of all his clubs and Zach paid him well for it. 

It allowed him to wander in and out unnoticed for the most part and have his hands in the business when he wanted them to be. Eventually he would turn it all over to Jason, a thought he had been contemplating more and more over the last year. He wanted to travel some, see the world, but there was always another business opportunity he couldn’t turn down. 

The car pulled up in front of the club and he helped Emma out, seeing the line outside. Apparently, the club was doing well tonight. “Oh no,” Emma said as she clung to his arm. Zach hadn’t even realized she had taken it again. “That’s going to take ages. Maybe this was a bad idea.”

“You give up too easily,” Zach grinned. Being the owner had its perks after all. Pulling out his wallet, Zach extracted the VIP pass he carried around for nights like this and presented it to the bouncer, who let them pass to the groan of the others outside. 

“You must really live the London nightlife,” she said with some awe as they breezed inside. 

“I get around,” Zach remarked, catching the eye of Jason who was standing near the bar, attempting to ignore the women who were gathered around him. Jason started toward him, but Zach waved him off. He wasn’t about business tonight. Tonight was about making Emma happy and he would do whatever she wanted to keep that smile on her face. 




 





Chapter Twelve

Zach

Jason arched his brow when he saw the two of them but said nothing, diverting his path as they walked up to the bar. “Can I get you anything to drink?” Zach asked as Emma watched the dancers on the floor. He remembered the way she had danced and laughed the other night. She had always been dancing as a kid, pulling him, and her brothers into the fray with those large green eyes of hers. 

“Um, no I’m good,” she said. They stood there near the bar, watching the dancing for a few moments as he tried to figure out what he was going to do with Emma. He should have never brought her in here. Too late for regrets now. All he wanted to do was spend time with her. He just hadn’t anticipated the awkwardness.

Zach rolled his shoulders and looked around the club, glad to see that the place was busy tonight at least. Thames was his oldest club, the one he had opened with barely enough funds to get by and a dream. It wasn’t as flashy as Club Trend but still had that going home vibe he felt every time he walked in. 

This club reminded him of where he had come from and how opening this one club had also opened a wealth of possibilities that he hadn’t known existed. Each aspect of his businesses were doing so well that he could essentially just walk away and live off the profit. But he couldn’t. What the hell else would he do?

A Rihanna song came over the speakers and Emma grabbed his hand. “Oh, I love this song. Come on, let’s dance.”

He pursed his lips. “Oh, I don’t think so,” Zach answered, panicking as he tried to figure out a good, reasonable excuse that would keep him off that dance floor. And her out of his arms. It wasn’t that he couldn’t dance. 

He could. But being that close to her, having her body press up against his was a recipe for disaster. He’d already been unable to keep his hands off her. And he was pretty sure when her brother said look out for her, he didn’t mean dream up ways to shag her fifty ways from Sunday. 

“Oh, come on,” she begged, tugging on his hand. “I want to dance.”

Just then some idiot wanker with messy blond hair approached them. “Hey, if you want to dance I have no problem dancing with you.”

A flicker of fury lit under his skin. “Bugger off, she’s with me.” His protectiveness flared. There was no way he was going to allow this arsehole to dance with her. The tosser held up his hands, clearly taking in the tone of Zach’s voice and not wanting to tangle tonight. 

“Sorry, mate. Didn’t know you were together.”

“Sorry,” Emma said, giving the guy an apologetic smile. This was such a bad idea on so many levels. But it was too late now.

Zach took her hand and tugged her to the dance floor. All around, couples pressed their bodies into each other. A few of the couples were swaying, and some were really getting down and dirty to the song. But he blocked all of them out. He wanted to enjoy this.

He drew her close, but not too close, keeping his hands at her waist. He waited until she looped her arms around his neck. “Hang on tight,” he murmured.

She sucked in a quick breath, her body instantly bowing toward him. He ground his teeth at the wave of lust. He was fine; he could do this. He just couldn’t get too close. It would be fine.

But he knew he was kidding himself. 

He moved them easily in time to the seductive beat. Emma kept her gaze on his and Zach couldn’t look away. He didn't dare. All around them, couples pressed so close that they might as well be naked and in bed. Dirty dancing seemed a requisite of the dancehall beat in Rihanna’s song.

Zach kept it as respectable as possible. The problem was the way Emma swayed her hips, the way she rolled them, beckoned his hands lower. As if she wanted his hands all over her.

He shook his head to snap out of it. No. Not going to happen. She was his best friend’s little sister. He wasn’t dumb enough to fuck up that kind of situation. So he kept a marginally safe distance between them, figuratively if not literally, because with every down swing of the base, their hips rocked into each other.

He swallowed hard, but then their eyes met and his heart rate thundered. He couldn’t have torn his gaze from her if he’d tried.

She licked her lips and he stilled for just a second, making her lose her footing and bringing her flush against his body.

They both froze, and his muscles bunched tight. Shit, she was so soft. He loved touching her. Except, she’s not yours to touch, is she? He kept trying to think of what her brother would say if he knew what they were up to right now. 

Emma released her strangled breath. He felt her body relax into his as she let go of some of the tension. As if it were only the two of them on the edges of the dance floor. 

There, in the dark, with a girl he used to know, he wanted to tell her every dark secret he had, and that idea scared the shit out of him. 

His hands shifted on her waist so his thumbs traced her hipbones, and Emma’s breath hitched. Good, because if he had to suffer, then she should too. He wasn’t sure if it was better or worse that her body responded to his. 

Wobbly knees forced her to tighten her hold on him. As if responding to her body’s automatic softening, her eyes dipped to his lips. 

What the hell am I doing? Zach’s brain tried desperately to take control of the situation. But he didn’t feel like listening. For the first time in longer than he cared to think about, he wanted to hold onto someone, let someone close.

It felt good. Too good.

Just as the last of the tension ebbed out of her body, his thumbs pressed gently against her hipbones, moving her back several inches. He raised his head, and they stood like that for several seconds before Zach realized the song had switched. But he didn't want to let her go yet.

The music was now something more up-tempo and she turned in his arms, pressing her body against his, her arse grinding back against him. Zach tried to think of statistics of every single Manchester United player. But screw that mind over matter bullshit.

His brain was no match for a sexy, gorgeous woman grinding her arse over his cock. All kinds of dirty thoughts ran through Zach’s mind, his hands clenching her hips tightly in an effort to keep her right there. From this vantage point he could smell her shampoo, her long red tresses tickling his unshaven chin and making his head spin. 

Without thinking, he leaned down and nuzzled the sensitive spot behind her ear, breathing in her scent. She was driving him wild and while he should push her away, he couldn’t. She felt so bloody good in his arms, almost like she belonged there. 

They’d missed that moment years ago. Before everything had gone to shit. He’d relived that night over and over again. What if he’d just done what he wanted? Who would they be today? 

Steven would beat the snot out of him for all the thoughts running through his mind about Emma. The song’s last strains fell away and she turned back around, her cheeks flushed and her eyes shining. “I just absolutely love that song, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” he ground out. All she had to do was look down and see how much he had liked that song. “It’s great.”

Another faster song came on but he just looked at her, his hands still gripping her hips tightly, afraid to let go lest he never get to touch her again. Her lips parted and he wanted to kiss her again.

The longing raged through him like a wildfire, unlike anything he had ever felt before. He knew that rush, that feeling of euphoria. He got the same feeling every time he closed a deal. He knew so much of what he had was sheer dumb luck and taking the right opportunities. But Emma is not an opportunity. And she won’t want you once she knows who you really are.

“Zach?” she asked, her eyes searching his, her voice faint over the pulsating music. “Are you okay?”

No, he was far the fuck away from being okay. He wanted to pull her against him and kiss the hell out of her. 

“I’m fine,” he bit out, grabbing her hand. “Come on. It’s getting late.”

“What?” she asked, trailing after him as he pulled them through the crowded dance floor and toward the exit. “But we just got here.”

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, his voice coming out rougher than he had anticipated. “Time to go.”

She fell silent and he inwardly cursed himself for snapping at her. It wasn’t her fault that he was about to have a mental breakdown over one bloody dance. 

They made it outside and he stopped on the sidewalk, running a hand through his hair roughly before looking at her. She was watching him with those big green eyes of hers and he felt his knees weaken slightly. She could bring him to his knees with one beckon, one word. The need to have her was killing him, yet this was Emma, not some random girl on the street that he could shag and leave them be. It was time to get the hell out of her sight before he did something he would regret or worse, she would regret.

“I’m sorry, I was feeling claustrophobic,” he muttered. “I’m not good in crowds.”

Emma looked as if she knew he was lying and Zach held his breath, hoping she wouldn’t discover exactly what he was hiding. “Let me take you home,” he added, motioning for a black taxi. 

She hesitated and he held his breath, silently begging her not to ask any more questions. He couldn’t take it. He had to get out of here. 

“Did I do something wrong?” she finally asked as the cab pulled up to the curb. 

“No, you didn’t. I swear.” Zach allowed Emma to enter before climbing in himself, the back of the cab so small that their legs brushed up against one another as he gave the driver the address and they pulled off. 

“Thank you for dinner,” she said through tight teeth after a few moments. “I had a nice time.”

“I did too,” he answered. He had, up until he had nearly kissed her. Now he was a fucking mess. 

It was a short trip to Emma’s flat and they both climbed out, Zach paying for the cab before waving him off. He would walk home. The fresh air would do him some good. Emma turned toward him and he gave her a grin. “Well, good night,” she stated, pulling him into a hug. “It’s good to have you in the city, Zach. It makes me feel so much better knowing you are around.”

Zach reluctantly put his arms around her, feeling her warm body pressed up against his and tried not to think about how he would love to have her upstairs, naked and writhing under him as he pressed into her. He was going to hell. “You call me if you need anything,” he finally said after a torturous moment. She pulled away and gave him a little wave before disappearing through the door, leaving him to stand out on the street, his hands in his pockets and his cock pressed painfully against his trousers. Bloody hell, he was in serious shit.



































Chapter Thirteen

Emma

Emma hummed softly as she looked in the mirror, fluffing her hair about her shoulders in an effort to keep the curl in the thick tresses. Her hair would never hold curl all that well and she desperately wanted it to today. After all, today was a big day for her. She was going to work. 

Turning away from the mirror, she looked around the flat, her thoughts not just on today. They were also on Zach. Last night had started out great, the dinner fabulous, but something in the club had really rattled him and she didn’t think it was because of the crowd either. There had been a moment on the dance floor where she had seen raw hunger in his eyes and thought he was going to kiss her again.

Or had she imagined that? She had wanted him as long as she could remember. Many a time growing up she had dreamed of Zach kissing her; how it would feel; what she would do; what he would do. Her crush on Zach went far back, almost feeling like it was her entire life. 

That night before her brother deployed for his basic training, she thought Zach had wanted to kiss her. She had felt it. But he hadn’t and once dawn hit the sky, he was gone, off to find himself in London. She had been so devastated.

All that emotion had gotten the best of her and it had seemed to do the same for Zach, one moment suspended in time where all was right with the world. But leave it up to her brother to ruin the moment by coming outside and she hadn’t seen Zach since that night. 

The last few times she’d seen him seemed a repeat performance. Zach had wanted her; she could feel it. So why wasn’t he acting on it? She wasn’t that kid anymore.

With a sigh, she looked at her watch before grabbing her purse and heading downstairs, walking toward the tube station so she could catch the train to the gallery. She would have never thought that her current situation would involve Zach and sexual tension. 

The ride was short and soon she was looking up at the gallery in awe, a towering building with beautiful architecture and quite a few steps leading to the entrance. She had come here once with her class, seeing all the classical sculptures and artwork that they had learned about in the history books. While the rest of the class had seen it as quite boring, she had been in awe. Still was. 

Taking a deep breath, she walked up the stairs and into the cool interior of the building, skirting around a group of students as she found her way to the offices off to the side of the exhibits. A man around her age was waiting there, looking down at the mobile phone in his hand as she approached. “Excuse me,” Emma said, capturing his attention. “I’m looking for Mr. Tinsman?”

He looked up and gave her a wry smile. “Well, that would be my father and I’m quite sure he is not here at the moment. I’m sure he would be scandalized by much of the work we exhibit.” Chuckling, he stuck out his hand. “I’m Gareth. You must be Emma.”

She tried not to show her shock at how young the curator was, shaking his hand with a firm grip. “I’m Emma Welsh. Xander Chase sent me.”

“Of course. I’ve been expecting you,” Gareth said, releasing her hand and tucking his phone in his pocket. He was cute in a sort of geeky, nerdy way, his brown hair neatly trimmed and combed, nothing like Zach’s unruly hair but just as thick. His blue eyes peered at her behind black-rimmed glasses and his clothing was reminiscent of something her professors at uni would wear, but with a more modern flare. He wore his tweed rolled up and his brown slacks rolled up at the ankle. Still, he couldn’t be much older than she was. 

“You look surprised?”

Shit. She’d been staring. “Sorry. I guess so. You seem young to curate this gallery.”

“Exactly twenty-nine,” he answered with another chuckle. “Trust me, I am more than qualified to be in this position. Care to see my portfolio?”

“Oh no, I am so sorry,” she said apologetically, hoping that she hadn’t offended him by asking his age. “I surely didn’t mean to imply that you weren’t.”

Gareth held up his hand, his eyes twinkling with laughter. “Kidding. That will be your first lesson. Do not believe anything I say unless of course I write it down. Then I mean it.”

“So I have the position?” she asked, hopeful that she was still eligible. 

“Well it depends,” Gareth said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Can you think outside the box with exhibits? The artists and photographers we work with are young, sometimes need a bit of wrangling and more often than not could use a hand in the career guidance department. I need someone who is quick-witted, light on their feet, and willing to work hard.”

Emma swallowed. “That’s me.”

“Are you willing to work for free?”

She started to say yes before arching a brow. “Are you joking with me again?”

Gareth laughed. “You caught on. Great. I mean if you are willing to work for free, we will take that as well but I am betting you would like to receive a paycheck.”

She nodded and he motioned for her to follow him, turning down the hall. “Duly noted then. Come on, let me show you around.”

***

Emma

Emma walked out feeling as if she were flying. Her time in the gallery had been everything she had hoped for and Gareth had proved to be the best boss, his humor not letting up the entire time she was in his presence. He had turned out to be quite knowledgeable about the gallery, familiarizing her with the current artists exhibiting as well as artists they had coming up. Part of her job would be finding fresh up-and-coming talent. These were her people. 

Reaching into her purse, Emma pulled out her mobile phone, scrolling to Zach’s number and briefly thought twice about calling him to tell her good news. But it was already noon, so Laila was at her job and her boss was a stickler about the mobile phone at work. Steven was out running drills somewhere in the Maldives; he’d told her last week. And calling home wasn’t exactly an option. So weird tension or not, Zach was her only choice. 

Besides, he would be ecstatic for her, she knew that. And a small piece of her just wanted to hear his voice. She’d dreamed of him last night, doing things to her that she never imagined him doing. Who was she kidding? She’d always had a very active imagination.

And that voice, it just sent her heart into a rapid flutter at the thought of him saying her name. She should call him, invite him out this time so they could celebrate her success together. But she nerves made her belly do a flip. What if he turned her down ? 

With a sigh, she pressed the option to message him instead. Maybe she could draw him out that way. Quickly, before she changed her mind, she typed a quick message.

Emma: I guess we’ll need to celebrate again. I got a job today.

Her fingers hovered, stopping just short at inviting him out. She wanted to. Wanted to be near him again. But that was just a bit desperate, wasn’t it? At the last moment, she sent the text as is, not wanting to feel that sting of rejection. Besides, nothing worse than him feeling obligated to spend time with her. 

The message showed as delivered and she held her breath, waiting for those three little blinking dots to appear to indicate he was writing back. When they didn’t come, her gut clenched and she forced herself to breathe. Maybe she had misread the entire scene last night. Maybe he had realized that he hadn’t wanted to spend any more time with Steven’s bratty younger sister. 

Throwing the phone back into her bag, she headed for the tube that would take her home. 





Chapter Fourteen

Zach

Zach tapped the pen on the desk, looking at the numbers before him but not really computing them in his mind. He was in a foul mood and not even the positive returns on Club Trend could make him smile. 

“And we should be able to add the new elevated dancing stage by the end of the month,” Jason was saying, checking another item off his long arse list that he brought weekly to Zach. Since the club was new, they met more regularly than his normal monthly meeting. His calendar was slammed today and Jason was taking his sweet time going through his list this morning. But it wasn’t just Jason’s list that was pissing him off today. 

“Are you done yet?” he growled in response. 

Jason lowered his list, his eyes narrowed. “When’s the last time you got some sleep?”

Zach ran a hand over his face, feeling tired. “Hell, I don’t know.” He hadn’t been sleeping well lately, not since that text from Emma a few days ago. The one he hadn’t answered

 Steven had asked him to watch out for her, but he was sure his mate didn’t mean carry on past a phone call or two. He’d already more than crossed the line. Not that that would normally stop him. But with their pasts and the things he couldn’t tell her, all of this was a bad idea. His past, his present— those were things that Emma’s name shouldn’t be tied with. 

His clubs were notorious in London and most of the old Londoners felt as if they were corrupting their youth. His name was attached to those clubs and if Emma wanted to keep her sterling reputation, he needed to stay well away.

“It’s that girl, isn’t it?” Jason asked, crossing his arms over his chest. 

He scowled at his laptop. “It’s not the girl,” he muttered under his breath. 

Jason chuckled and gathered up his papers, stacking them neatly. “You know I have known you for a long time Zach and have seen you in every possible type of mood. Right now you should be grinning at the fact that the club is living up to every potential that you have hoped for yet you are looking at those numbers like they murdered your best friend.”

Zach laid down the paper and looked at Jason. “Fine. It’s about Emma. She—Bloody hell Jason, I can’t be involved with her.” 

It wasn’t just the fact that he wasn’t good enough. He was nothing but a shit kid, as his father used to say, who took up space and wasn’t going to amount to nothing. The wholesome family that Steven and Emma had come from was something that he had seen from the outside looking in. He had proven his father wrong on all levels, but it still didn’t mean he was good enough to be with Emma.

Jason stood. “Then don’t. She’s just a bird. Go find another willing one.”

Zach waited until Jason left the office before leaning back in his chair. Emma wasn’t just any girl. She was Emma and should be off-limits to him. Way off-limits. But he was fighting a losing battle and he knew it. He picked up his mobile and thumbed through the dozens of messages he received from all his managers on a daily basis before finding her name and the last text she had sent a few days ago. In her words, he could feel her excitement and his first instinct had been to respond. After all, she had reached out to him to tell him of her good news. 

But as his fingers had hovered over the response, he had forced himself not to respond. The last thing he wanted to do was lead Emma on with a response that would have her thinking more into this relationship they had between them. No, it wasn’t a relationship. It felt more like an obsession. 

“Bloody hell,” Zach whispered to himself, throwing the phone on the desk. He was wrestling with feelings that he shouldn’t be having for Emma, thoughts that were well beyond just a friendship. He was better to stay away from her, to offer any assistance she needed from afar. He bloody hell wanted her, craved her. 

Zach picked up the phone once again, staring at the damn text message from Emma. If she knew the truth, she would hate him. What had happened to him was avoidable and Zach had grieved for years for his friend. There were a million things he’d do differently. 

Ben had been a fun-loving bloke and many a time in the later years they had shared a drink at one of his clubs. He had often talked about his brother and sister, reminiscing over the family that he couldn’t look in the eye because of his wild behavior. Zach remembered how Emma’s family had banned their wild son from visiting until he could clean up his act. 

For his part, Zach had urged him to do just that, but his friend would shrug it all off with a smile and laugh before ordering another drink. 

The night he died was still etched on Zach’s brain. He remembered the fight they’d had. He could have done more to stop him. But he’d taken his eye off the ball. Been too caught up in work. And in moments his friend was gone.

Zach should have called the cops, a cab, someone, yet he’d taken his friend’s keys and let him walk out of that club. He should have known his friend would have a spare set. 

If he’d thought it through his friend would still be here. Zach had carried that guilt for a long time and would never forgive himself for causing Emma and her family that grief. He was responsible and it ate him up inside, like a festering wound that would not heal. 

With a ragged sigh, Zach pushed himself out of the chair, looking at his watch. He had about thirty minutes before he needed to be at his next meeting. There were phone calls to make in the meantime, other reports to peruse but he knew he wasn’t going to do either. There was one place he would be heading, if nothing but for a glimpse. All he needed was to see her for a moment; then everything would be fine.

***

Zach

Zach entered the gallery, picking up a brochure along the way. He knew that Emma loved all art, not just photography. She used to ply both her brothers and him with useless information about her favorite artists, her eyes sparkling with excitement when they actually listened to her. This was her element and he couldn’t be more excited that she had gotten the position. 

Zach started down one of the aisles, keeping an eye out for Emma. He had no idea if she was actually here today and something told him that he was being a complete chicken by not just texting her to find out. While she had probably been upset that he hadn’t responded to her text, he would be more than pissed off if she didn’t respond to his. He didn’t want to experience that letdown, not from her. 

Turning the corner, he stopped as he spied Emma just a few feet away, talking to a tall man who was eyeing her like she was the best thing since sliced bread. Zach’s chest tightened, the blood roaring into every vein in his body as he saw the smile on Emma’s face, the way she tucked her hair behind her ear as she laughed at something the bloke was saying. 

She was gorgeous today, wearing some sort of blue dress that showed off those curves his hands itched to touch. The material shimmered in the light as she moved, the stretchy fabric clinging to her body and giving any man that passed her reason to pause and take notice. Her long hair was pulled up in a simple knot, though the stubborn strands kept on coming loose. And that smile … His cock twitched with need as he watched her bestow that smile to the arse wipe that was ogling her. 

Hell no. 

He was the only one that was allowed to look at her like that, to get lost in her green eyes and fight the need to kiss her constantly. He wanted to plant his fist right into that tosser’s face so badly that he could taste it. 

Inching forward, Zach tried to think about how he was going to break this cozy scene up. When the guy reached out to touch her shoulder lightly, Zach clenched his jaw tightly, so tightly that he could feel the pain radiating all the way to his head and briefly considered knocking over one of these ugly pottery pieces just to get their attention. He could afford to replace it. 

“Are you serious? Of course, I would love to go.”

Zach’s ears perked up at the bubbly excitement of Emma’s voice, immediately interested in where this arse wipe was going to take her and how he could stop it. Wasn’t this what Steven had told him to do? Not that this guy looked like he could do any damage to Emma. He was that geeky, boring type, one that Emma would no doubt get tired of after a while. She needed someone like, well, like him to keep her occupied and laughing. Bloody hell, he was in all sorts of trouble. 

“Great. I know you will meet loads of people at the gala that can help you after you graduate. Never hurts to make connections along the way.”

The gala? Zach flipped through the brochure, seeing the announcement on the back page. The ticket costs were a drop in the bucket considering some of the other things he supported in the city. Pulling out his mobile, Zach shot a text to Jason to donate however much it took to get tickets. He told himself it was because he was supposed to look out for Emma, but the real reason ran far deeper than just that. He wanted to be near Emma and keep this arse wipe away from her, from touching her. That was his job. 

“Zach?”

He looked up and saw Emma approaching him, the other guy now nowhere to be found. “Hey Em,” he said, his eyes drinking in the sight of her. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“What are you doing here?” she asked, looking at him. Zach cleared his throat, holding up the guide. “I’m scoping out the place for the gala of course. I’ve been a longtime supporter of the gallery.”

“Really?” she asked, her eyes widening. “I didn’t know that.”

“Oh, he’s right about that. I sold him a piece for his office.”

Zach turned with a frown to meet Xander’s gaze. “Mate. Good to see you.”

Xander inclined his head. “Yeah, you too. Been a minute. What brings you to the gallery?”

Zach clenched his jaw. Xander, his friend, was fucking with him. “Just came to say hi.” Fuck it. He cleared his throat. “I’m here to see Emma.”

His friend lifted a brow. “That’s interesting. I didn’t realize you were acquainted with my student.”

Fantastic. First the over interested geeky type. Now overprotective Xander. “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me,” he muttered.

Xander just grinned at him. “Well, always good to see you, mate. Don't be a stranger.” 

Zach turned to meet Emma’s gaze. “Hi there. Are you all settled into the position now?”

“Yes,” she said, tucking that errant hair behind her ear again. Zach’s fingers itched to reach out and do it for her, but he clenched his hand into a fist instead. That would not be a good thing to do. One touch, and he would be lost if he wasn’t already. “I still have a great deal to learn but plenty of time to do so.”

“And the gala,” he added. “You are going, right?”

She nodded and he suppressed his grin. “I actually just got invited to go. It’s going to be a great way for me to network, you know?” She then looked at him, a faint blush stealing across her cheeks. “Will you be there?”

He nodded then, glad that she even thought to ask. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world now.”

Emma looked down and he found himself staring at the crown of her hair, wanting to smooth his hands over the soft locks. Well, there were a great deal of things he could do with her hair, namely have it draped over his bare chest as she rode him. 

Shut it.

He needed to get a handle on this He adjusted his stance as his cock swelled against his trousers, so it wasn’t so transparent. Was he really getting a hard-on in the middle of a gallery? 

“Well,” Emma finally said, looking up at him. “I guess I should get back to work. I’ll see you then?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” he answered tightly. She gave him a little wave and walked away, the slow move of her hips nearly sending him into overdrive. He wasn’t going to survive this. Emma was going to be the slow, agonizing death of him. 





Chapter Fifteen

Emma

She smoothed down the front of her dress with her hands, shaking out the last of the wrinkles that threatened the delicate fabric. The dress had been a splurge, found in one of those vintage dress shops along Church Street that she and Laila had gone to once she had found out that it was a go for her attending the gala. The dress itself was a deep blue, with a ruched strapless bodice and short chiffon skirt that fell just above her knees. The back was cut out with the exception of two chiffon bands that were adorned with rhinestone clasps. With her hair down around her shoulders and a pair of nude pumps on her feet, she felt transformed. 

She looked down at the watch on her wrist and grabbed both her small evening bag and the wrap to ward off any chill, knowing that if she didn’t hurry, she was going to miss the tube and then she would be late. The last thing she wanted to do was to be late to her first big event. Gareth had promised to make the proper introductions tonight to help her along the way in her career and she would be forever grateful if something in the form of a future career came out of tonight, even if it were with the current gallery. She enjoyed working alongside Gareth. He was a very nice guy, but while a girl like her would normally revel in the fact that a guy more like who she should be with was paying her attention, her thoughts kept straying to Zach. When she had seen him at the gallery, her heart had raced uncontrollably and her mouth had gone dry, nothing like the reaction she felt when she saw Gareth each day. He could put a smile on her face but Zach could wet her knickers with one slight grin. And he was going to be there tonight. It was one of the many reasons she had been so careful with her attire tonight. 

Heading down the stairs, Emma burst out of the door and stopped in her tracks, surprise filling her body. There stood a man dressed in a suit, a driver’s cap on his head and a sign with her name scrawled across it. Behind him was a gleaming black limousine, the darkened windows giving her no indication if anyone was inside. 

“Ms. Welsh?” he inquired. She nodded and he gave her a smile, opening the door. “Your chariot awaits, ma’am.”

“Who did this?” she asked, Gareth’s face popping into her mind. Would he go to this length to impress her? He’d been a bit flirty, but was it enough that he’d do something like this? She might have been interested in him if there wasn’t another surly, arrogant, arsewipe in her life, occupying her every thought. 

“I’m not at liberty to say,” he answered, gesturing toward the interior. Emma swallowed and climbed inside, careful not to flash her rear end to the driver as she did so. Inside there was a bouquet of roses sitting on the opposite seat, tied with a bright green ribbon. Her breath stammered in her chest as she reached out and touched one of the velvety petals, her heart in turmoil. 

Oh no. She hoped that Gareth did not do this. He was her boss, the man that was giving her the biggest opportunity of her career and he wanted to turn this into something romantic? 

Emma sat back on the leather seat with a sigh. In another time, she might have been interested in him, but this was going to make their work relationship now awkward knowing that he was looking for something else. The job was too important for her to quit to avoid this weirdness, so she would just have to stay alert. She wasn’t interested in anything more than his knowledge. Zach was who occupied her senses, sent her heart into overdrive. 

She just hoped he paid attention to her tonight. If she had learned anything over these past few weeks, it was that if she really wanted Zach to think of her as much more than just Emma Welsh, she was going to have to take it extremely slow and show him that this thing between them could happen and be good for the both of them. She didn’t know why he was holding back, but something had him running scared and she was determined to get him past it. 

The ride was short and it wasn’t long before she was accepting the assistance from the driver out of the limo, walking up the endless stairs before walking into the gallery space where the gala was taking place. Numerous well-dressed couples filled the space, the sparkling diamonds and long evening dresses alluding to the amount of money represented in the room. Gareth had told her that the gala always brought in a large sum of funds for the gallery.

In other words, it was very important to the staff to make sure that the night went off without a hitch and impressed people enough to want to donate. This year they had chosen the art gallery for the meeting space, the art highlighted by the soft lighting that made them shine. She and Gareth had adjusted the lighting today to ensure that the real reason they were having the gala was apparent. Hors d’oeuvres and a cash bar were set up on the far end of the room, while a string ensemble played soft music. All in all, given the amount of patrons that were in the space, it looked like the gala was going to be another smashing success. 

“Emma, you look beautiful.” 

She turned to see Gareth not far from her, his ever-present hipster-tweed jacket replaced with a black tuxedo jacket, his hair neatly combed back on his head. “And you clean up rather well,” she responded, giving him a smile.

He blushed. “I’m glad you were able to make it. It looks like the gala will be another success this year. I can’t wait to see which paintings sell.”

Emma started to say something but just then she caught a glimpse of Zach walking through the door and all the breath left her body. If she thought Gareth cleaned up nicely, Zach was out of this world. He was gorgeous, dressed in a standard tuxedo, except with a white bow tie, his hands clasped behind his back as he walked into the room. He reminded her of a predator stalking its prey, his eyes roaming lazily around the room until they settled on her. Then, a slow grin filled his handsome face and Emma reminded herself to breathe as Zach started toward her and Gareth. Her entire body was on alert, already begging for his touch. She could almost imagine his strong hands on her, caressing her skin.

“Are you cold?” Gareth asked, unaware of the rapidly approaching Zach.

“W—what?” she asked, looking at him. 

He gave her a slight smile and pushed his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. “You shivered. I figured you were cold.”

She held back a laugh. If only he knew why she had shivered. She was not cold, not in the slightest. 

“Shall we mingle?” Gareth asked, holding out his arm. Emma hesitated, seeing Zach get stopped by a handsome couple. He had been on his way over here. There was no doubt in that.

“Sure,” she finally said, taking his arm. It would give her some time to collect herself.





Chapter Sixteen

Zach

Zach lounged near the bar, his eyes ever glued on Emma as she laughed with the arsewipe yet again as they moved from one couple to another. It was obvious that Arse Wipe (as he was affectionately calling the man that currently had his hand on Emma’s lower back) was introducing her to a great deal of people, which was something he didn’t want to ruin for her. Even the need to rip off the guy’s hand from her body wasn’t enough for him to stalk over there and cause a scene. 

Bloody hell, he couldn’t blame the guy. Emma was smoking hot tonight, in a short dress that showed off her delicate shoulders and most of her back, making him wonder if she had anything under that dress at all. Her legs seemed to be endless and those shoes, hell, he could already imagine her lying on his bed with just those shoes on and her red hair spread out on his black sheets. 

Fuck Steven. Fuck all his good thoughts of staying away from her. Tonight, he was going to break all the rules. 

Finally, the ever-present Gareth left her side for a moment and Zach wasted no time approaching her, touching her elbow lightly. “Ems.”

She spun around and he could see the electricity in her eyes, feeling it course through his body at the mere touch of her skin. “Zach,” she said breathlessly. “You came.”

“I told you I would,” he murmured, dropping his hand though he really wanted to pull her close against him. “You look beautiful.”

She blushed and reached up to tuck the hair behind her ear, but he beat her to it, feeling the softness under his fingers as he took his time. He heard her intake of breath and felt a little breathless himself. “Sorry,” he said immediately, feeling stupid for doing something so ridiculous. 

“No, it’s fine,” she answered, wetting her lips. “You look okay, if you like that sort of thing. Is it a rental?”

He chuckled. Only Emma would try to lighten the mood with such a silly question. “No, it’s mine.”

She gave him a little smile as she looked around the room. “I think the gala is considered a success. I’ve never been to one of these things, but Gareth told me that there’s more people here this year.”

Gareth, a name he could do without hearing. Well, he preferred Arse Wipe. Jason had laughed when he had told him he wanted to attend this gala, knowing that he had not one iota of knowledge of the gallery or the history it held. But he was glad he had, if nothing but to see Emma in this dress. 

“Are you having a good time?” he asked instead.

She sighed. “Honestly, I thought it would be much more fun than this. I’ve just about met everyone I need to meet.”

“What about blowing this joint then?” he asked suddenly. “I mean, we can go to dinner or something.”

“How about we just go?” Emma said. Zach didn’t hesitate. Taking her arm, he led her out of the building, hoping to God that Gareth wouldn’t try to stop them. He would hate to get blood on his white bow tie tonight. They moved down the stairs and Zach motioned to the limo. 

“You got the limo,” she stated as the driver started to make his way toward them. “You did that for me?”

He looked down at her, mentally counting the freckles that were visible across her nose. “I wanted you to arrive in style.”

She swallowed. “And the flowers? What about them?”

He cleared his throat, feeling suddenly embarrassed about the whole process. It had been a last-minute decision, adding the flowers. “I, um, I thought you would like them.”

She met his gaze directly. “But why?”

Hell. She had no intentions of letting him skate by on this. “Because I wanted to see you smile.”

She smiled then and touched his cheek with her hand. “Thank you. You have certainly made my night.”

He didn’t say anything as the driver helped her inside before Zach paused at the door, looking the man in the eye. “Whatever you hear, ignore.”

The driver nodded and gave him a salute as Zach climbed into the interior of the car, shutting the door after him. He had no idea what might happen in the back of this car tonight, but he was prepared for it all. He shouldn’t be thinking along those lines, but the hell with it. Whatever Emma was up for, he was too. 

The car pulled away from the curb and the driver had enough common sense to roll up the partition that blocked all sights and sounds of the back as he did. Zach blew out a pent-up breath and shed his coat, pulling off his bow tie next. Emma giggled and he looked at her. “What?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, her hand to her mouth to suppress her laughter. “I’m just thinking about how much you haven’t changed. You and Steven were always shedding any offending clothes at any opportunity.”

He barked a laugh. She was right. While he had gotten used to wearing suit jackets in his line of business, there was still nothing like a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. “Do you want me to put it back on?”

“As much as I think it looked good on you, no,” she answered softly, kicking off her shoes. “I think I might join you.”

He watched as she rubbed her feet, motioning for her to swing them over. “Come on, let me do that.”

She gave him a look, turning sideways on the leather seat and placing her hose covered feet in his lap, not far from his hard cock. He took one of her feet into his hands and she let out a groan, dropping her head back. “That feels so good,” she murmured as his fingers ran up the middle of her foot. “I’m not used to wearing heels.”

Zach didn’t hear her, his eyes watching as the long column of her throat was exposed, his mouth salivating at the thought of tracing the space with his tongue. His eyes glanced down at her legs, the very top of her lacy thigh stockings seen from under the short dress as his hand moved from her foot up to her calf. Her head snapped up and he saw the surprise in her eyes but he didn’t move his hand, he couldn’t move his hand. “I’m sorry,” he croaked out, hoping she wasn’t going to scream bloody murder and kick him in the balls. Her foot was nearly in prime location to do so. 

“Don’t be,” she whispered a moment later. Zach let out the breath he had been holding and squeezed her calf lightly, his hand drifting up to her knee, the stockings as soft as butter under his fingers. His hands were trembling, knowing that he was about to cross a bridge he couldn’t just burn. They’d agreed to be friends. So why can’t you stop? 

Emma was driving him to the brink of insanity and if he didn’t have her soon, Jason was going to commit him and take over his businesses. Hell, he had done much of that already as he hadn’t been able to concentrate since she had walked into the club that night. 

With a slight tremor of his fingers, Zach moved his touch higher, feeling the brush of the lace at the top of her stockings, the warmth of her skin as she moved her thighs apart, giving him access to whatever he wanted. He nearly lost it when she shuddered, leaning against the seat with her eyes closed, her chest heaving. 

Harsh breaths tore out of his chest as he tried to control himself from going too fast. If he was going to do this with Emma, he wanted to remember every fucking second of it and not rush a thing. 

His fingers moved up the path and when they grazed the silkiness of her knickers, already wet with anticipation, he groaned, closing his eyes against the onslaught of need. “You’re killing me,” he whispered, his fingers barely brushing the wetness. “So fucking wet.”

Suddenly he was at a crossroad, either he was going to take this further or he was going to bail out of this limo. She was wet and ready in his hands. Fuck he wasn’t going to leave. He would be an arse and the biggest pussy alive to do so. 

Removing his hand, he inched up her body until he covered it, keeping as much weight as he could off her so he wouldn’t crush her. Her eyes flew open and she looked at him, heat and need blazing in their depths. “I know I have no right to, but I fucking want you. More than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.” he said, his breath harsh against his ears. He needed to be up front with her, not hold anything back. His cock itched to take her, his hands damn near trembling to touch her again. 

Emma’s whispered, “Zachary,” was enough to make him groan. 

He bent down to take her lips with his. She gasped against his onslaught and his tongue swept in, tasting her, stroking her tongue with his own. His body was primed and ready, but he forced himself to slow down. This was Emma, not some girl in a bar. The last thing he wanted her to remember was that he was a rough arsehole. 

He softened his kiss as his hand slid down her body, pulling up that hem until she was bare from the waist down, his fingers brushing her knickers once more. She gasped in his mouth, her hips arching to meet his touch and he nearly lost it, his cock straining for release. 

With a flick of his thumb, he shifted the scrap of fabric aside and without a second thought he delved into her warmth. All the while seeking out her swollen nub and applying gentle pressure with his thumb until she tore her mouth from his, panting in his ear, her hands clenching at his shoulders, begging him to continue. “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes.”

Zach withdrew his finger partially, then slid back into her tight sheath, groaning as he rested his forehead against hers. She felt so good. He was never going to forget what if felt like to touch her for the first time. 

Dipping his thumb lower, he made sure the digit was once again slick before he started a torturous pace over her clit. Wide circles, then closer and tighter until he firmly pressed over the tight bundle of nerves. And then, just as she was about to fly, he pulled back to wider circles.

Fuck, she was hot. So damned hot. Her inner walls tightened around his finger as if begging him for more. Oh so gently he added another finger, sliding both inside her and curving gently so he could rub against her G-spot. And then with one more pass of his thumb, flicked over her swollen clit and she fell apart, her cries filling the limo. 

“Zach. Oh my God, Oh my God. Oh Goooood!”





Chapter Seventeen

Emma

Her body quivered from the orgasm she had just experienced compliments of Zach, feeling the heaviness of his strong body pressed up against hers. To her disappointment, he rolled off her, sliding back into his seat. She watched as he ran his hand through his hair roughly and she slid off the seat before she could change her mind.

Her legs wobbled but she was determined. This was not going to end here. She sat astride him and his hungry eyes searched hers as if he were waiting for her to say no. Didn’t he have any idea how badly she wanted him? Wanted this? There was no way she was going to say no now. He had awakened a fire in her and she only wanted to climb higher. 

His hands roamed over her back lightly and her hands found his hair, pulling him against her so that she could feel the ridges of his hard muscles. When his hand had landed on the back of her thighs, she knew he wasn’t stopping and she shook with need. 

With trembling fingers, she trailed her hands over his chest to his shirt, her fingers working at his buttons quickly. 

Zach watched her intently and licked his lips as she parted the fabric. Before she had enough of his shirt opened to touch his warm chest, feeling the rapid heartbeat under her touch. Zach groaned and buried his face in her shoulder, his breath coming out in a shudder as she roamed his bare chest.

She bit back a whimper of frustration that she couldn’t feel any more. 

But the night was still young and she doubted that they were going to leave this limo anytime soon, even though it wasn’t moving. Faintly she felt the limo come to a stop and heard the driver door open and shut. They were alone and able to do whatever they wanted.

His hands left her back and grazed her sides before inching up her skirt until her knickers were directly visible, the cool air causing goosebumps to break out on her legs. She shivered, not because she was cold but because he was touching her thighs again, the need so great that she thought she was going to explode on the spot. 

Zach stopped and she looked up, seeing the heat in his eyes. “Are you sure about this?” he asked harshly, his jaw clenched tightly. “I’ll stop. It will be hard, but I will stop.”

Emma didn’t answer, taking his hand and guiding it to the waistband of her knickers, watching as his eyes dilated before he slid his fingers inside, touching her heated core again.

Emma threw back her head and groaned as his fingers glided through her wetness, applying light pressure to the swollen nub that begged for his touch once more. 

“Bloody hell,” he whispered, his other hand coming up to cup her breast on the outside of her dress. “You’re gorgeous.”

“Please,” she begged, bucking against his fingers. 

“Please what?” he asked, his voice low as his fingers stilled. “What do you want, Ems?”

Emma looked at him. “I want you.”

His lips twitched into a lopsided grin as he guided one of her hands to the front of his trousers. 

Her eyes went wide. “Zach?” Why was her voice so high pitched? Because your childhood friend is carrying an anaconda in his pocket. 

He tightened his grip on her hips. “Yeah, Ems?”

She swallowed hard. “You’re uh—”

He groaned again as she subconsciously tested his thickness, but the cocky smirk was back. “I promise we’ll fit together.”

“Are you sure about that? You’re very big.”

Even through a groan, he chuckled. “That’s what she said.”

Emma couldn’t help but snort. “Be serious, Zachary Andrews. You're fucking huge.”

Zach lifted his head and gave her a drugging kiss. “We’ll go nice and slow. And we’ll make sure you’re nice and ready. I would never hurt you.”

His tongue traced over her bottom lip and she suddenly forgot all her nerves. This was Zach. No matter what, he’d take care of her.

She could feel his fingers shake against hers as she found the zipper and pulled it down slowly, the length of his cock springing forward and landing in the palm of her waiting hand.

He was huge. She flickered her gaze to meet his and he gave her a cocky grin. “Like what you see?” he asked. 

She swallowed, her hand gliding over the length of him, feeling him out. He was a great deal bigger than she had anticipated. “You’re not small anywhere, are you?” she asked him as she stroked gently.

Zach chuckled. “Jesus, Ems, you’re killing me.” She quirked a smile and her eyes returned to his cock in her hand, waiting for her to react. He was hot and heavy against her, the head pulsating with need for release and she gripped him, watching as sweat broke out on Zach’s forehead. 

“Do you want me?” she asked softly, stroking the length of him up over the crown and back down to the base. “Do you, Zach?”

“Fuck, Emma. Yes,” he said, drawing her into for another kiss. She melted against him, his fingers working furiously against her clit now, her hand tightening on the baste of his cock as she felt the pressure build up inside of her. When his finger slid inside of her, she screamed against his mouth, the waves of pleasure hitting her hard and full force. He broke the kiss and she buried her face in his shoulder, her hand still on his cock as she rode the wave of her orgasm, her thoughts scattering. 

There was nothing between them now. Zach held her tightly against him, his hand still in her knickers, waiting for her to make the next move. 

Pulling back, she looked at him, seeing the haze of need in his eyes. “I need you,” she whispered, brushing her lips over his. “Please Zach.”

He nodded and he reached into his tuxedo jacket, pulling out his wallet and producing a foil wrapped condom. Emma took it from him and tore it open, sliding it over his cock slow and easy, wanting to tease him just a bit more. “Enough,” he growled, pushing her hands away and rolling it down the rest of the way before reaching for her, ripping her knickers off with a quick flick of his wrist. 

Emma gasped as the cool air touched her now bared center, her nerves strumming with anticipation. She lifted herself over him, her body damn near shaking with need.

His hands gripped her hips tightly as she slid down on him, his cock nudging her entrance. Bloody hell he was big. “Please,” she hissed, gripping his shoulders. 

“You feel so good,” he said as he kissed her jaw. “So wet.”

Emma moved slightly and he groaned again, his hands digging into her hips. “This is going to be very short if you do that. I don’t want to hurt you, so let me guide the way.”

“Okay, just, hurry,” she whispered, swirling her hips against him as the tip of him hit her g-spot.

Squeezing his eyes shut, he cursed low. “Fuck, Emma. You're so tight. I just—”

Even as his words cut off, he started to shake and withdrew, then sank in another inch. Then again he withdrew. He kept up that pattern until finally he was sheathed inside her. 

When his eyes opened, they were dark and sweat popped on his brow. Emma needed more, she needed him to move. Testing their connection, she adjusted her hips which earned her another curse, but he got the message and he set the pace.

Before long, he was pulling nearly all the way out and sliding back home again. Over and over again, the tip of his erection grazed her G-spot and she shivered. But it wasn’t until his fingers dug into her flesh and he ground out, “Mine,” that the lighting stuck her body, making her shake uncontrollably, the orgasm peaking. 

He slammed into her and she exploded around him, stars dancing behind her eyelids. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, yes,” Zach said, his hands tight on her hips as he threw his head back and pumped into her. Emma groaned as she gripped his shoulders, finding her rhythm to match his thrusts. He captured her lips with his and Emma moaned against his mouth, her body barely recovering from that orgasm before she felt the next start to build. Her entire body was on fire, begging for release. She was stretched taut, trembling with need. “Come for me,” Zach said, his eyes dark with passion. “Now, Ems.”

She whimpered and then let go, feeling the last release shake her to the core. His tongue invaded her mouth and she felt him start to buck against her, urging her on. Emma lifted her body and came down on his cock, finding a rhythm despite the small space. 

The smell of sex was heavy in the air, Zach’s hands pulling at the top of her dress and freeing her breasts before his lips clamped down on her already hard nipple. She gripped his head to her breast as she started to pick up the pace, her legs starting to cramp from the position she was in. But she didn’t care. He was hot and heavy inside of her and she wanted all of him. “Shit,” he said, pulling away from her breast to look into her eyes. “Fuck, Emma.”

Her eyes locked on his, she rode him until he stiffened and shouted against her shoulder, biting it lightly as he pulsed inside of her. 

Holy hell. 

Five orgasms. 

That was all she had to say about that.

Five.

Fucking five!

But who was counting? Emma sat there for a moment, not believing what had just happened. She had shagged Zach. In the back of a limousine. Zach, the one man she thought she could never have. But it felt too good. 

Finally, he lifted his head and his eyes were filled with emotion, an emotion that she couldn’t separate at the moment. If he apologized again, she was going to clock him. There were no apologies for what had happened between them. In fact, she felt as if she had lost a little piece of her heart in the process. She climbed off him after a moment, tugging her dress down as she went.

Go for cheeky not awkward. Keep it light. “Do you think we should maybe try shagging on a bed now? More range of motion,” she whispered. 





Chapter Eighteen

Zach

You are a total shit.

She wanted him to go upstairs to her flat. His body was spent, his limbs heavy from the hottest night of his life. He could sleep for weeks right now, all of the worry and pent-up want for her replaced with the sudden rush of tenderness and emotion. 

That’s lovely, you twat. What happens when she realizes you’re the cause of all her unhappiness? Pain twisted his gut. He needed to tell her. She needed to know.

You tell her then you’ll never be with her again. Zach tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Ems, I need to tell you something.”

She frowned then backed away. “Are you going to say ‘Of course, Ems, by all means let’s shag upstairs in your bed?’”

Fuck, he wanted to say that. “I want to, I just—”

But he didn't get to continue because she readjusted her dress further and grabbed her shoes and purse. “Don't.”

He reached for her. “Ems, wait. It’s not what you're thinking.”

“Oh really.” Her eyes went wide. “Because what I’m thinking is a guy who I’ve had a crush on for years, who has been my friend for years, is yanking me about. I think that guy after ruining my vagina for other guys is about to tell me how it’s complicated and why he can’t come upstairs, right?”

A tiny crease formed between his brows. “Ems, let me just—”

She didn't let him finish. “No.” She swiped a tear away with the back of her hand. “Don’t. I can’t stand to hear it. This is my fault. I should have listened when you said you wanted to be friends only. I’m the fool who believed this could be something.”

Fuck. All of this was so much more complicated than that. He was angry with himself that he had lost control and shagged her in the back of a limo like some club groupie. He reached for her again. “Ems, it’s not like that. I’m trying to tell you something important.”

But she still wasn't having any of it. “So you can shag me in the limo but not in a proper bed? What the hell game are you playing, Zach?”

“I swear, I’m not playing games with you.” He didn’t fucking deserve to even be touching her yet he couldn’t stay away. His body craved her even now. 

Tears glimmered in her eyes and his breath seized in his chest. Not tears. He couldn’t do tears from her. “Ems,” he started, shoving a hand through his hair. He suddenly was at a loss for words, torn between wanting to follow her to her flat and the other wanting to push her on out of the limo so he could think, clear his mind. Everything he thought he could feel for Emma he felt tenfold and he didn’t know how to handle it. 

She waved him off, opening the door and exiting without another word, slamming the door behind her. He let her go, not sure what to say to get her to stay. Bloody hell he had screwed that up royally. Disgusted with himself, he groaned and leaned back on the seat as the partition came down and the driver looked at him, a knowing smile on his face. “Where to sir?”

“Take me to Club Trend,” he forced out, knowing that Jason would be there and able to help him sort out this hot mess he had created. The driver nodded and pulled away from the curb, sliding the partition back up to give him some privacy. 

Zach looked about the limo, seeing the scrap of silk that was Emma’s knickers on the floor, forgotten in her apparent haste to flee him and what they had experienced. Well, he had all but pushed her out of the limo. What the hell was he thinking? 

Snatching them off the floor, he tucked them into his suit jacket that was draped over the other seat, working himself into a fury. He shouldn’t have slept with her. It was wrong and he had no right to put his hands on her like that. She was going to regret it and if Steven ever found out, he would be a dead man. The worst thing was that Emma was going to hate him for this and he couldn’t stand the thought of her never wanting to speak to him again. It would kill him. 

The limo arrived at the club and Zach grabbed his coat, leaving the flowers behind. It would be too much of a reminder of this night, a night that would be imprinted on his brain forever. The club had its usual line of people waiting to get in as he brushed past, clenching his fists at his sides as he stalked in. 

“Whoa, what happened to you?” Jason asked immediately, falling into step beside him as he walked toward the VIP suite they always left open for those last-minute celebrities that didn’t require a reservation. Thankfully, it was unoccupied and Zach threw himself into one of the white chairs, reaching for the bottle of vodka in front of him. Jason grabbed it before he could, sitting on the ottoman before him, a worried look on his face. “So I take it the night didn’t go as well as planned?”

Zach rubbed a hand over his face. “No, it went a hell of a lot better than I could imagine. Now I want to drink myself into oblivion if you don’t mind.” He had told Emma no to a night of being in her bed. He was a fool. 

“You slept with her, didn’t you?” Jason asked softly, his voice barely audible over the pulsating music from downstairs. “Bloody hell Zach, I thought you didn’t want to complicate things?”

He sighed. “Yeah I did and I have complicated the hell out of this. Don’t ask me why.” It had been a rash decision, not something he necessarily regretted. 

Jason gave him a long look before handing him the bottle and standing. “Hell, you are going to need this mate. I’ll take you home. Drink up.”

“Thanks,” Zach answered, unscrewing the top and taking a swig of the alcohol, feeling the burn deep in his throat. He rarely drank straight liquor, preferring not to have a hangover the next day but tonight warranted the numbing effect that he needed. He was going to have to see her eventually, explain why he didn’t go up with her tonight. The problem was, he didn’t know why. No, it was a coward move, letting her climb out of that limo and think of him as the biggest arse in all of London. It was going to take some groveling to get her to accept his apology and he had no idea what to do about it. 








Chapter Nineteen

Emma

“Emma? Hello?”

She looked up to see Gareth waving a hand in front of her face. “What?”

Gareth stopped waving and picked up the bowl he had been working on for a new exhibit. “Oh nothing. I have just been carrying on a one-sided conversation with you for the last ten minutes. As much as I like to hear myself talk, I really enjoy when someone else answers.”

She put down the pen she had been holding and leaned back in the chair. It was late in the afternoon at the gallery; there were only a few prospective buyers left from an open house they’d had for auction houses. 

She and Gareth had been cataloging new pieces for the new exhibit, but while she would have normally been excited about doing so, her mind was elsewhere. Like on Zach elsewhere.

She hadn’t talked to him since the night in the limo. Not a single text message, call or apology flowers. Nothing. 

To say she’d been upset about what happened was an understatement. His excuse for not coming up was lame. And they both had known it. It had stung that he could shag her in the back of a limo, make her feel like it could have been something real, and then walk away from her as if she was nothing. 

Like he did that every other day. And there was the problem. He likely did do that every other day. She wasn’t special. What they had wasn't magic. He was not that same boy who used to tease smiles out of her. Whatever. She wasn’t going to give him any more brain space.

She dragged her attention back to Gareth. “I’m sorry,” she said, giving him a half smile. “I’m not doing a good job today, am I?”

He shook his head. “No, you aren’t but I’m not going to hold it against you. Anything I can do to help perhaps?”

Emma shook her head. She wished someone could help her when it came to Zach, but Gareth sure wasn’t the one. “Thanks for asking, though.”

“Anytime,” Gareth said, going back to examining the bowl. Emma watched as he inspected it carefully, logging all the imperfections he said. It was important to get an accurate description so that some of the more worrisome issues, such as deep cracks, could be monitored over time for more damage. 

Finally, they were done and she told Gareth goodbye, walking out of the gallery and taking in a deep breath, attempting to clear her head of everything, including Zach. 

Yeah, good luck with that. The more she tried to push him out of her thoughts, the more he pushed back in.

Her time with him that night had been beyond words, her heart still hammering against her chest as she thought of the way he’d watched her as he’d moved inside her. Hadn’t he felt the emotion, the need? She had thought so. 

Zach had always been a difficult one to read growing up, seemingly into everything that her brothers were not, but they followed him anyway. Zach was the daredevil of the trio, Steven the voice of reason, and Ben the humor. She could remember her parents constantly asking her brothers why they chose to do something so reckless, like rope swinging over the lake, and the answer was always because Zach had done it. While she tended to be more sensible with her thoughts and actions, Zach had always secretly thrilled her, which had been no different the other night. He had thrilled her greatly, his primal attitude causing her to be more excited and ready than ever before. But to be shut down like that, it hurt and hurt much more than just her pride.

Her mobile chimed and Emma dug in her bag to find it, her heart seizing in her throat. Maybe he was calling to apologize. She could only hope that he was ringing her. She would forgive him, of course, because he was Zach and he was the one that turned her inside out with just a look, a touch. 

When she saw that it was Laila, Emma swallowed her disappointment. “Hello?”

“Emma, honey, we so need to go out tonight.”

Emma swallowed. The last thing she wanted to do was go out tonight. “I don’t know, Laila. I don’t really feel up to it.”

“Come on,” Laila said, pleading. “You have to. Club Trend is hosting ladies night and the theme is sexy beasts. The place is going to be hopping and you have to be there. I can’t go by myself.”

“Sexy beasts?” Emma said, laughing. “Are you serious?”

“It’s all in good fun,” Laila said. “And an excuse to get creative with our outfits. Come on. We haven’t been out in ages and I fear that gallery is corrupting your fun gene.”

Emma sighed. It would be nice to get out and forget for a while, forget about Zach and his apparent disregard to call her, text her, or even come see her, groveling on his knees for making her feel the way she did that night. Their time together was far from over and she would get her answers to why he was treating her like the plague. “Okay, fine. Come to my flat at nine.”

“Great. It’s going to be so epic,” Laila said before clicking off. Emma tucked her phone back into her bag as she walked to the tube station. Maybe she would have a drink or two to take the edge off tonight. While school was going well and the job at the gallery was everything she could have hoped for, her personal life was starting to stink royally. Letting loose some more would be good for her. 

***

Emma

Emma looked at Laila’s outfit and laughed, motioning her friend into the flat. “What are you wearing?”

Laila turned around in a neat circle. “It’s my sexy beast costume. I’m a sexy fairy.”

The outfit was nearly sheer, leaving very little to the imagination. From her vantage, the only things she could tell that made Laila a fairy were the wings on her back. Otherwise she would have called her a slag on the spot. “I’m not wearing anything remotely close to that.”

Laila laughed and reached into her enormous bag she had brought with her. “Don’t worry. I knew you wouldn’t be this brave. I brought you the perfect outfit.” Emma took the bundle from Laila and eyed it, scared to find out what her friend had brought her. “What is it?”

“It’s a sexy kitten,” Laila said as Emma shook out the fur-lined mini skirt and black tube top. “Look! I even have a set of kitten ears. You will be the hottest kitten alive tonight.”

She had to admit, the outfit was cute. With her tall, knee-length leather boots, she wouldn’t feel as exposed as Laila was. “Well?” Laila asked. “What do you think?”

“Give me a minute to change,” Emma said carrying the outfit to the bathroom. She quickly shed her jeans and shirt, pulling on the skirt that barely grazed mid-thigh, hoping that she would never have to bend over tonight. If so, her knickers were going to be in full view. The tube top replaced her bra and she pulled up her thick hair into a messy knot, tucking the kitten ear headband like a tiara on her head. She did look sort of sexy and cute at the same time. 

After applying some makeup, Emma walked out of the bathroom and pulled on her boots, sliding them on her bare legs. “You look totally sexy,” Laila said as she stood and looked at herself in the mirror. “We are going to rock this club tonight.”

Emma rolled her eyes and grabbed her purse and a small jacket. “Come on, let’s get you to this club before you start dropping your fairy dust.”

They rode the tube to Club Trend, waiting only a short time in line before gaining entry without having to pay the cover charge given they had actually dressed up tonight. Inside the place was packed, with all sorts of sexy beasts roaming around in little to no clothing. There were only a few guys in the place, but she expected that to change when word got out about the lack of costumes floating around this place. 

She and Laila walked over to the bar and she ordered a fruity rum drink, taking a long draw and coughing from the amount of alcohol that was in it. It was going to be a relatively cheap night if the drinks all tasted like that one. 

Her favorite Maroon 5 song came on over the speakers and it was her that dragged Laila out to the dance floor, downing her drink so she could drop off the glass before dancing. This was going to be a great night; she could feel it in her veins, the pulsating music making her feel alive for the first time in a week. She was going to enjoy herself and screw everything else in her life, including the infuriating man who had put her in this mood.





Chapter Twenty

Zach

“You all right, mate?”

Zach approached the table in the VIP area that housed the Chase brothers and their fiancées and some of their friends. Alexi and Abbie were so enthralled with each other they barely noticed. Xander just rolled his eyes at his brother. “He’s getting married in a week, and he still acts like she might run away from him.”

His girlfriend Imani shoved his shoulder. “I think it’s romantic. They’re extra sweet.”

“Yeah, they spend way too much time talking; they should probably spend more of it fucking.”

She chuckled and shoved him again. “Not everyone takes your whole ‘'fuck now, talk later’ approach to life.”

Xander grinned at her. “It’s an excellent approach to life. Matter of fact, if you want to—”

Zach shuddered. “You two do know that I’m still here, right?”

Xander just laughed and placed a noisy, sloppy kiss on her cheek which she squirmed away from. When Xander turned his attention back to Zach, the two of them clapped hands, and then did a one-armed embrace. “Yeah, man, all right? I half-expected to see you here with a date.”

Zach shook his head. “Nope. Solo tonight.”

Xander’s brow lifted. “You’re not dicking about my student, are you?”

Zach shook his head. “It’s complicated. But I’m not dicking her around. She’s practically family.”

Xander chuckled low. “Yeah, if that’s how you look at family, I have a few questions for you.”

“You know what I mean. She’s on the off-limits list.”

“Something tells me that you’ve already broached those limits.”

Zach set his jaw. “Like I said, it’s complicated. “

“Look, relax. I’m just being a dick. You like the girl. So, it’s complicated, what isn’t? If I’d given up on Imani just because it was complicated, I wouldn’t be here today.”

Zach didn’t know all the history behind Xander and Imani, but the rumor in their set of friends was that Xander once had a thing for Abbie. Not that it was overly obvious or anything, but Nick had mentioned it once or twice. But ever since Xander met Imani, she had his whole attention. She was the complete focus of his world.

“Look, yeah, I get it. Life is always complicated, but this is more complicated. She doesn’t know everything she needs to know about me. And when she does, that’ll be it. So it’s just tricky.”

“Look man, you can be alone, and mooning and pining after my student, but it’s sort of embarrassing if you keep turning up to her place of work. It’s awkward for me, awkward for Abbie, awkward for all of us, really. Not that I don’t like seeing you mate, but the moon eyes. It’s sad. Very, very, sad.”

“I’m not sad.”

Xander chuckled. “It’s evidenced by you being at one of your own clubs alone. A dozen women are scoping you out right at this moment, but you haven’t even noticed a single one of them. Look man, if you want this bird, go get her. Fuck the complications. You’re missing out on your life. Whatever you’re holding back, get it off your chest. Otherwise it will eat you alive. You can make a choice here. Live your life, or let something stand in your way. It’s up to you.”

His friend settled back against the plush seating and tucked Imani close to his side and kissed her on the forehead. 

The thing with Xander was, he could be a dick, but he was a brilliant photographer. The emotion that he usually kept buried deep always came out in his images. And every now and then, it was clear on his face when he looked at his fiancée. And when he wasn’t being an arsehole about it all, he actually gave good advice. The question was, was he going to take the advice? 

He wanted her. If you want her, go get her. But if you go there, there will be no going back. And that shit was terrifying as hell. 

***

Zach

The following night, Zach stalked into the club, his mood sour and his patience running thin. Tonight was not going so well for him. In fact, his entire fucking week was a mess. There had been a small kitchen fire at one of his other clubs, forcing him to shut down the place on a weekend. That was when the club made the most money and because of the fire, which thankfully no one was hurt during, he was losing an arse ton of money. 

And now he was late. He hated being late to anything. Spying Jason near the bar, he walked over, nodding to the bartender. “Bourbon, on the rocks.”

“Yes, sir,” the bartender said as Zach stood next to his man in charge. Before him was a crowded dance floor filled with women of all ages and sizes, all wearing silly costumes or the lack thereof. Sexy beasts had been Jason’s brainchild and wanting to stand out amongst the club scene, Zach had allowed him to do it. “Looks like your idea is a success,” he said as the bartender handed him his drink. 

“We will see when the numbers roll in,” Jason said. “How’s the fire?”

“Out,” Zach said darkly, taking a sip of the velvety liquid, feeling the burn all the way to his stomach. “Had to shut the club down and wait for the fire department to finish their investigation.” It wasn’t something he normally did himself, but he needed Jason here so he had handled it himself. 

“Too bad,” Jason said. “Not to worry. We’ll get it sorted. And as always let me know what you need me to handle.”

Zach grunted his thanks.

Jason nodding to the dance floor. “Your girl is here.”

Zach’s gut twisted. Electricity coursed through him, all the way to his toes, knowing exactly who Jason was referring to. After all, she had been on his mind since that night he had driven away, feeling like the biggest arse in London. “Emma?”

Jason rolled his eyes. “You really have to ask?”

No, he didn’t but it felt good to say her name anyway. “Where is she?” 

Jason nodded toward the dance floor and Zach picked her out immediately, her red hair up in a topknot and a headband with ears as decoration. His fucking chest tightened at the sight of her, the blood flowing through his veins freezing as he saw her outfit, or lack thereof. The tiny top showed off her delicate shoulders, her breasts bloody near poured into the tight top. The skirt was riding up her thighs, giving him a tantalizing view of those shapely legs and those boots, shit they were every man’s naughty fantasy. If she had come dressed to make a statement tonight, the twinge of his cock told him that she had succeeded. 

“Maybe you should leave her alone, Zach?” Jason said.

He slid his glance over to Jason. “What?”

His friend’s lips pursed. “You’re too involved with this one. Just look at you. You never drink at your clubs. You look like death warmed over and you are staring at her like she is your last lifeline.”

Zach gritted his teeth as he watched Emma dance with her friend, clearly having the time of her life. Jason was right on all accounts. He hadn’t been able to sleep properly since the night he had left her flat, knowing that there were bad feelings between them, that she probably hated his guts and then some. 

His brain still wrestled with the fact that he had slept with her. Not just the guilt of doing so, but the overwhelming need to do it again. Zach could damn near still taste her on his lips, feel her body in his hands so badly that they shook even now. His cock and his palm had gotten all kinds of reacquainted in the last few days.

He watched as Emma’s dance moves became more hypnotic, drawing the attention of a wanker who was standing nearby and decided to insert himself into Emma and her friend’s dancing party. 

Zach’s breath stuttered in his chest as he watched the wanker put his hands on Emma’s hips, drawing her close to him until their bodies touched. Hell no. Mine. That thought should have given him pause. But he was too far gone. She was his. He’d known it the moment he sank into her the other day. That was his Emma and he was the only one allowed to touch her in that manner. 

“Your face is turning red,” Jason said. “Do I need to alert the police that you are about to commit murder?”

“He’s fucking touching her,” Zach said, cracking his knuckles. He was in the mood to fight tonight, to feel the satisfaction of some wanker’s bones breaking under his fists. 

“Shit, Zach. You need to pull it together.”

“Too late,” he said, stalking toward Emma and her current dance partner, his jaw clenched tightly together. He was far beyond attempting to pull himself back together. This was Emma, his Emma, and he was going to be the only one that touched her intimately. Reaching the couple, he grabbed the wanker by the arm and shoved him aside, not caring what he said or did. Emma looked up and Zach knew immediately why she was acting the way she was. She was pissed, her eyes glazed over. “Zach?”

His entire world changed as he stared into her face, some of his anger starting to ebb away and soften. But as quickly as her confusion set in, so did her anger and she pushed him away from her, stumbling into some other dancers. “Get the hell away from me.”

“Em,” Zach said, reaching for her. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” There was no way he was going to leave her here, in this state for someone to take advantage of her or worse. He hadn’t been able to save her brother. But he could help her.. Even though Emma did not have a car to get into, she could still get hurt and he was not going to allow it to happen again, not with Emma. 

She fought him until Zach had to grab her arms, wasting no time in picking her up and slinging her over his shoulder, her fists beating on his shoulder as he walked through the throng of people that were on the dance floor and gave anyone who attempted to cross their path a look that meant business. He waited until they got outside into the cool night before he let her down gently, steadying her on those boots. “Em you’ve had too much to drink.”

“I have not,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe you Zach. What are you trying to do to me? I was having a good time tonight.”

Zach shoved a hand through his hair, frustrated that her words were slurring yet she could look so damn beautiful at the same time. “I’m trying to save you Emma.”

“Save me?” she asked, laughing loudly. “You can’t save me. You’re the reason I’m here tonight anyway. You’re an arsehole.”

He let the words bounce off him, knowing that Emma was drunk. She couldn’t hate him. He wouldn’t let her. “Come on, let’s get you home.”

She slapped his hands away but he was able to gather her against him, breathing in the smell of her shampoo as she finally collapsed against him. “I don’t want to go anywhere with you,” she said against his chest, her hands curling into his jacket. “I don’t want to feel this way about you.”

Zach sucked in a breath, tucking her close against him as he signaled for a cab. She might not be fond of him at the moment, but he was gone, whether he cared to admit it or not. 

The cab pulled up and he got Emma into the back seat, climbing in after her and giving the driver his address. He wanted to take her to his flat, not hers, until he could figure out what to do with her. Emma leaned against him and he wrapped an arm against her, steadying his racing heart with some deep breaths. Now that she was safe and secure with him, he could relax a little but those tender emotions were only compounding on top of each other. The last few days had been hell not seeing her, not talking with her, but now, all was right with his world, even if Emma was drunk. 

The ride to his flat didn’t take long and he helped her out of the cab, keeping a steadying arm around her waist as he walked her to the lift that would take them to his high rise flat above the city. Emma leaned against the wall of the lift as he pressed the button, eyeing him. “Why do I feel like this when I’m around you?” she said softly, her words hitting home for him. He could ask the same of her. She stumbled and he reached for her, pulling her against him. 

“Just stay with me,” he said, the words carrying more weight than he had anticipated. “I’ll take care of you.”

She didn’t respond but instead sagged against him. He swept her into his arms as the lift stopped, holding her tenderly against his chest as he strode to his flat, waving the card in front of the door lock before stepping in. He hesitated only a minute before taking her into his bedroom, laying her down on his black sheets, her red hair fanned over his pillow. Bloody hell, she was so beautiful. 

And you fucked that shit right up. 

Yeah, he had. He gently tugged the hem of her skirt back down and readjusted her top so it was no longer askew and threatening to expose what he knew to be perfect breasts. This was Emma. He wasn’t going to ogle her body without her wanting him to do so. He wanted her willing and awake. 

Zach reached for those fuck me boots and was able to get them off her feet before covering her with his duvet, the satisfaction of her curling around his pillow filling his chest and causing him to grin. Emma was in his bed. Not exactly what he had planned, but she was in his bed. Now all you have to do is keep your hands off her.

Zach quickly stripped his clothes off, leaving his boxers and his undershirt on just in case she woke before he did and freaked out thinking something else had happened. 

They would talk in the morning. They had to. Staying away from her was too difficult. He wanted her to know that his decision to leave her that night hadn’t been an easy one, that he was doing it for her. Sliding under the covers, he took her into his arms, smiling as she sighed in contentment and snuggled against his chest, a soft snore following shortly afterward. 

His fingers threaded through her hair, feeling the soft strands grazing his chin. A rush of tenderness filled his body as he lay there with Emma in his arms, thinking he was the luckiest bastard in the world at this moment. He didn’t deserve to touch her at all, yet he couldn’t stay away. He was the little shit who couldn’t amount to nothing, the smear on the bottom of his father’s boot who never gave him the time of day except when he did something wrong. Then his father was all over him. It was easy to hide the bruises after a while and once he reached a certain age, his father found other things to use against him, like his friendship with the Welshes. 

More than once his father had talked about the family that seemed to care about him, how they would find out what a little shit Zach was and how he would be alone in this world one day, just like him. Zach hadn’t remembered a time when his father hadn’t been such an arse. His mother died giving birth to him so his father was all that he knew. 

But when he was with the Welshes, he saw how a family was supposed to be. And there had been many a night he would lie in his bed picturing himself as part of that family. Steven and Ben had always been like brothers to him; he loved them like family. Even the one Welsh that had brought him to his knees, currently curled up against his chest. 

Zach sighed and tightened his hold on Emma, liking the fact that she was here but hating the churning of his stomach at the same time. He’d always had a soft spot for her and in the light of the morning, Zach wasn’t sure how he was going to let her go. 





Chapter Twenty-One

Emma

Her first thought was that she had screwed up royally. Her head was pounding horribly, and the silkiness of the sheets under her cheek not those that were on her bed whatsoever. The last thing she remembered was dancing in the club with Laila; everything else was a horrible black hole. Oh no. What have I done?

With a wince, Emma turned over and looked about the bedroom, glad that there was no one else about at the moment. The room was huge and masculine, all whites and dark colors from the dark wood floor to the white walls and black sheets on the bed she was currently lying on. 

The strong smell of coffee filled the air as Emma threw back the covers, glad to see she was still fully clothed in that ridiculous outfit that Laila had talked her into. Her head was swimming from the alcohol, and she hated herself for doing this. This wasn’t her. It was Zach that had driven her to act this way, to attempt to forget him by getting herself drunk. It was going to take a great deal more than alcohol to lessen the ache in her chest every time she thought of Zach. 

Well, no more. She was going to confront him, text him and tell him to meet her so they could air out all of this between them. Either he was going to tell her why he had left her that night or she was going to write him off and move on. She had too much to focus on to worry about a man who couldn’t make up his mind. 

Standing, Emma found her footing and picked up her boots that were stacked near the bed, holding them in her hand instead of putting them on. Maybe she could sneak out before her ‘friend’ saw her, like the walk of shame without having anything to show for it. She didn’t feel like she had shagged anyone last night and her clothes seemed not to be bothered other than her tossing and turning in her sleep. Maybe she had gotten off lucky last night. 

Walking down the hall, the wood cold on her feet, Emma found herself staring at the glass panes that gave off the panoramic views of the city for miles, even the bridge able to be viewed in the distance. The living room had the same color schemes, the white couch a sharp contrast to the dark floors with a large TV hanging over a tiled fireplace. Her entire flat could fit into just the living room alone. Turning silently around, she saw a man standing in the kitchen, his back toward her. Emma knew immediately whose flat she was in. After all, she had spent years studying that frame, those broad shoulders causing a shiver through her body. “Zach.”

He turned, nearly spilling the cup of coffee he had been holding. In this element, he looked more like the boy she remembered, wearing a T-shirt and tight boxers that left nothing to the imagination, the thick length of him outlined against his leg. 

His hair was all over his head and there was a shadow of a beard on his strong jawline, his eyes nearly piercing her as he looked at her. Emma’s cheeks burned, her hangover just a distant memory as she stared at him. 

“Ems,” he said, putting the coffee on the granite island before him. “I’ve got coffee and aspirin for your hangover. I can fix you an omelet when you are ready.”

She sat her shoes on the floor and walked over to the island. “What the hell is wrong with me? How did this happen? God, I am the daftest girl in all of London.”

He looked away, grabbing another cup and a bottle before setting them in front of her. “Take these and drink this first. Then we’ll talk.”

Emma did as he asked, her stomach in knots as she took some fortifying sips of the strong coffee. After a week of no contact, her nerves were on edge at having him so close, unsure of whether to hit him or kiss him. He had put her through hell. Once the coffee was down, she set the mug gently on the island. He had been watching her the entire time. “Want that omelet now?” he asked. She shook her head, too nervous to eat. He set his own cup on the island. “Why did you get drunk last night?”

Emma sighed, not sure if she wanted to tell him the truth. It was silly really, but still causing a significant hurt in her heart. “I was trying to forget you.”

His eyes flared. “Forget me?”

She raised her chin, meeting his eyes with a stare of her own. “Yes you, just like you have apparently forgotten about me.”

The muscles in his jaw worked as he rubbed a hand over his face. She refused to feel sorry for the shadows that she could see under his eyes. She had her own, because of him. 

“Ems,” he finally said, walking around the island. “I didn’t forget about you. I could never forget you.” It was the way that he said it that had her knees weakening slightly, her breath quickening as he cornered her against the island, reaching out to graze her lips with the pad of his thumb. “These last few days have been hell for me too,” Zach continued, dropping his hand. 

“Then why did you leave?” she asked, her voice soft.

“I’m not good for you, Emma.”

She laughed, because it was the only thing she could do at the moment. “Don’t you think you should have thought about that before we shagged in the limo?”

Zach’s jaw clenched. “You deserved better than that.”

He actually believed his own bullshit. That night in the back of the limo had been the single most risqué, exciting thing she had done in her life and she had shared it with the one man she thought she would never have. There had been nothing that would have made it any better, except Zach staying with her. 

 Swallowing hard, she reached up and stroked his cheek, feeling the stubble scrape the tender skin on her palm. “What I deserve is a chance to be happy and I am the happiest I’ve ever been when I am with you.”

“Ems,” he started but she put her finger to his lips, smiling when he kissed it tenderly. “I’m not a good guy. This is me in my fucked up, emotionally damaged glory.”

“I’ve known you since we were kids. I don’t believe that.”

“You need to. Because if you don't, you’ll get hurt. That’s why I walked away. I knew I was supposed to stay away from you and I just wanted you so badly I couldn’t think straight.” He swallowed hard. “It had nothing to do with you.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Steven arrives in two weeks. You think he’d be happy to hear I shagged his sister in the back of a limousine?”

So Steven was part of the problem. She understood they were close, but she wanted this too badly to give up without a fight. “Can’t we start over Zach? Can’t we go have some fun, just the two of us? And not worry about the kind of guy you are? Let me make that decision for myself. Give us two weeks. Give me two weeks. If you don’t want me then no harm no foul; we’ll go back to being friends. If the risk is worth it to you, have confidence that I can make the choice.”

“Ems, you don’t exactly have all the information.” Her heart sank as she watched him scratch the stubble on his jaw. “You need to know —”

She shook her head. “Whatever you need to say, save it for two weeks. I don’t need to know it right now. Two weeks. Let me make my own choice. If you think the risk is too great to your friendship with Steven or there’s too much history, I’ll understand.” She’d be devastated and heartbroken but at least she would have tried.

He said nothing for a long moment as if he were mulling it over. “Spend the day with me,” he blurted out, capturing her hand in his and tugging her closer to him. “Just the two of us.”

“Yes,” she said as he wrapped his arm around her waist, pressing their bodies together. “I would love that.”

***

Emma

Emma sighed as she leaned her head on Zach’s shoulder, feeling tired but deliriously happy at the same time. They were seated in the glass-enclosed car of the London Eye, watching as the sun set over the city of London, putting to bed a wonderful day that would be forever etched in her memory. True to form, Zach had taken her on a whirlwind tour of London, taking her to all the sights she had yet to visit, like they were tourists out on the big city. He had been charming, funny and not afraid to touch her during their time together, constantly holding her hand or wrapping his arm around her waist whenever he got a chance. She had reveled in the fact that he had done a complete one-eighty and seemed to be totally into her, like nothing had happened between them over the last week. 

“Have you ever been on this thing?” she asked as his thumb ran over the back of hers lightly. 

“Never,” he said, stretching his legs out in front of him. “But I have to admit the view is pretty impressive.”

Emma had to agree. The view was wonderful but it was more than the view. She was here, with Zach. There were so many other things she needed to be doing, like homework, but not today. Today it had been about her and Zach. 

Their rotation came to an end and they climbed out of the car, walking hand in hand toward Zach’s flat. She should tell him to take her home, but Emma didn’t want the day to end. “Are you hungry?” he asked as they entered the lift back at his flat building. 

She threw her arms around his neck, reaching up on her toes to kiss his lips lightly. “Not for food.” 

He growled and captured her lips with his, nibbling on her lower lip until she gasped and he swept in with his tongue, tasting her. She allowed herself to let go, to enjoy the moment just like everything else she had enjoyed today. Her fingers threaded through his hair and she pulled him closer, giggling against his lips as they bumped into the wall of the lift. “Are you okay?” he asked against her lips, his hands caressing her waist lightly. Emma nodded, kissing his bottom lip, then the underside of his jaw. He groaned and grabbed her hand as the lift doors opened, nearly dragging her down the hall and to his door. 

Emma bit her lip as he opened it and pulled her inside, slamming the door closed before pressing her against it, his hand running down the side of her waist until he hooked her leg and pushed against her, his hand caressing her bum. She could feel the hard length of him throbbing against her, her body flooding in response. There was nothing to keep them from each other. She needed him and he needed her. 

Zach’s lips skimmed her neck, placing kisses down the column before grazing her collarbone that was exposed just above the collar of her shirt. Her own hand tugged at the hem of his shirt, her fingers grazing his well-formed abs as she slid her hand under his shirt to feel his warm skin. “God, what you do to me,” he said against her skin, his hands sliding under her own shirt. “I can’t get enough of you.”

Emma pushed at his chest until he stepped back, grasping her shirt and pulling it over her head, her heart hammering in her chest. Zach’s eyes dilated with heat as he did the same, giving her a view of his toned chest and arms, her hands itching to explore him. He held out his hand and she grasped it, allowing him to pull her into the living room, where he took her in his arms, raining kisses all over her face. His hands covered her breasts and she sighed as his fingers found her tight buds, squeezing them gently and sending a jolt of electricity through her body. Her hands blindly touched him, and she reached in to kiss his chest right above his heart as she roamed over his muscles.

When his hands found her bra and unclasped it, she pulled it off, fumbling with the belt on his jeans in the process. He reached down and stilled her hands, a wry smile on his face. “Take it easy,” he said, bringing her hands up to his chest. “We have all night.”

“I don’t think I can wait that long,” she said, earning a chuckle from him. He kissed each one of her palms before dropping on his knees in front of her, kissing her stomach softly. 

“I want to taste you Emma,” he said and Emma’s breath left her chest in one big gulp. “I won’t take no for an answer.”

“Oh,” was all she could manage as his fingers traced the skin right above her jeans. Her knees were already weak with need and he wanted to do that? She was going to be a puddle of hormones before this night was over. 











Chapter Twenty-Two

Zach

Emma stood in the middle of his living room with a smile that was partly, shy, partly knowing, and all Emma.

He wanted her. No, he needed her. Every fiber in his body was trembling with the need to claim her as his. Today had been one of the best damn days of his life, hearing her laugh and knowing that he was the source of that laugh making everything worthwhile. For once since he had settled in London, he had ignored his phone calls and texts, putting business aside for one day. 

Tonight belonged to Emma and planned to make up for the night in the limo ... in spades. Words hadn’t been said about that night since this morning, now a distant memory of a time that he would never forget. Well, he planned to make more memories tonight with her and give her a reason to forget that night as well. He wasn’t going to just shag Emma Welsh tonight; he was going to worship her. Even now her body trembled in his hands, heat and passion drumming through his veins at what was going to happen tonight. And there was no doubt in his mind that it was going to happen. 

And then tomorrow they’d talk. About everything. And he’d see if she still wanted to be with him. The fear started to creep in but he shut it down quickly.

He forced himself to concentrate as he undid her jeans and peeled them down over her long legs, helping her step out of them and kick them aside before his eyes settled on the small scrap of lace that was covering the heat of her core.

Zach could smell her arousal and, as he ran a finger down the center of the lace, he could feel the wetness that was seeping through. She was ready for him, but he wasn’t ready for that yet. He wanted to taste her. Leaning forward, he let his tongue touch the lace, smirking as he felt the tight grip on his hair in response. “You like that?” he asked, looking up at her. 

Her eyes were glazed over with heat and passion, the jerky nod telling him he was doing something right. Turning back to his task, he ripped the lace from her mound and delved in, getting his first taste of the night of Emma Welsh, the woman that he couldn’t get enough.

“Oh God,” she said, holding him there as his tongue lavished over her swollen clit. “That feels so good.”

Zach’s hands went around to caress her bare bum and pull her closer, taking the pulsating clit into his mouth and sucking, feeling her body jerk in response. Relentlessly he tortured her, holding her close against his mouth as she writhed in his hands, sobbing as he relentlessly laved her clit. 

When she came, the scream was real, bucking against his tongue until her legs collapsed and he caught her, lowering her to the floor. 

Zach’s own breathing was ragged as his body tightened with need, his cock heavy and straining against his jeans. But she was so fucking beautiful, her face flushed with passion, lips red from his kisses and her body, her body draped over his lap like a feast waiting to be discovered. 

He forced himself to wait until she opened her eyes, a dreamy catlike smile on her face. “Like that, didn’t you?” he asked, unable to wipe the smug grin from his face. 

“What do you think?” she asked back as he pushed some hair off her cheek. “Please tell me we aren’t done yet.”

Zach leaned down and kissed her lips gently. “Just getting started.”

She grinned and slid off him standing and walking out of his sight, down the hall that led to his bedroom. Hell yes. Right where he wanted her. Zach undid the fastenings of his jeans and quickly shed the rest of his clothes, striding naked into the bedroom with his cock standing at attention and aching to be inside of her. She was lounging on his bed, like one of his naughty fantasies, her red hair fanned out on the black sheets. Zach took his cock in his hand, stroking it gently as he watched her. “You’re fucking beautiful.” 

Emma licked her lips. “Don’t keep a girl waiting.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, reaching into the dresser beside him to pull out a condom, tearing open the wrapper before sliding it on as she watched him, her eyes heavy. 

Climbing onto the bed, he reminded himself to take his time. Take it slow. Enjoy this. The last thing he wanted was to rush this. 

Covering her luscious body with his, claiming her mouth for a kiss as he lined his cock to her sweet center and inch by inch slid home. 

Emma tensed, squeezing her eyes shut.

“Shit. Ems, I’m—”

“Don’t you dare stop. I’d just forgotten how big you were.”

He couldn’t help a chuckle. “Didn’t leave a lasting impression the last time then?”

She laughed even as her inner muscles tensed around him. “Stop being cheeky and looking for compliments. It’s one thing to conceptually remember. It’s another to make love to you again.”

With a smile, he nipped her lower lip. “I’ll go slow okay?”

When she nodded, he pressed forward again and had to grind his teeth against the onslaught of lust. Fuck she was tight.

She groaned against his lips as he inched his way in until he was fully sheathed, her walls tightening around him, trapping him in. He leaned his forehead against hers, willing himself to give just a few more minutes. He wanted to enjoy this. Wanted Emma to do the same. “You feel so fucking incredible,” he murmured as her hands slid over his shoulders. “I don't ever want to leave.”

“Then don't. I want you to make love to me,” she said softly, clutching at his shoulders. “Please.”

“I think that can be arranged,” he whispered, pulling out only to slowly slide home again. Fuck. He would never get used to this.

She moaned and closed her eyes as he rose over her, his forearms straining under his own weight as he started to move, his eyes never leaving her face. She bit her lip and he groaned, thinking it was the sexiest thing he had seen her do yet, feeling her quiver around him. “Yes,” he forced out, sweat popping out on his forehead. “Come for me Emma, only me.”

Her eyes popped open and her mouth curved in a smile. “Only you.”

Zach tucked the memory in his brain for later, reaching down to smother her mouth in a kiss. She arched against him, wrapping a leg around his waist to urge him deeper, screaming out as the orgasm overtook her, shattering around his cock as he furiously pumped into her. He wanted more. He wanted all of her. She squirmed under him, her hands now clutching his arse as she held him against her, her cries reaching his ears as the pressure built up within him, begging for release. “Oh God, Oh God, Zach.”

Not yet. He was selfish. He wanted another. Reaching down with his hand, he found her swollen clit, rubbing it softly with his fingers as he drove into her, satisfied when she arched against his touch and cried out, nearly coming off the bed with that orgasm. That was more like it.

It was then, and only then, that he allowed himself to go, roaring as well as he stiffened over her, slowing his movements until he was depleted, his breath harsh in his ears. 

Pulling out slowly, he walked to the bathroom to dispose of the condom before sliding back into bed with her. He pulled her close and tucked her against him. 

“Hey,” she said softly, the look on her face full of tenderness. 

Warmth filled his chest at her soft greeting. He was a total and complete goner. He was in love with her, his heart aching at the thought even now. “Hey,” he said, his throat suspiciously tight now that he knew he was in love with Emma Welsh. Hell, he probably had always been, but right now, it felt so right. 

She looked as if she wanted to say something herself but instead gave him a yawn. “I had a lot of fun today, Zach. Thank you.”

Zach looked at her, his chest nearly caving in with the thought of losing her. He wasn’t going to ever let her go now. “It was my pleasure.”

Emma gave him another smile and then closed her eyes as he reached for her, pulling her against his chest and hoping that she wouldn’t feel him trembling. He didn’t know what to do, how he was going to tell her. Did he want to tell her how he felt? Steven was going to fucking kill him when he found out. He didn’t deserve her, but he didn’t want to give her up either.





Chapter Twenty-Three

Emma

Emma woke up to the streaming sunlight, stretching her body languorously against the silk sheets before opening her eyes. She was sore in places she hadn’t anticipated, her body raw in places where Zach’s stubble scraped her sensitive skin but she didn’t care. Last night had been a dream, one that she hadn’t expected to come to fruition but it had and there was no going back now. 

Looking around the bedroom, she realized that Zach wasn’t next to her nor was he in the bathroom directly across from her, where her clothes lay on the chair in the corner. The clock told her it was just after seven in the morning, plenty of time for her to shower and get to her first class with no problem, unless Zach wanted to drag her back to bed. After four times last night and early this morning, Emma ached all over. 

She giggled and swung her legs over the side of the bed, finding a discarded shirt on the floor before shrugging it on, enveloped in Zach’s spicy cologne immediately. There was no denying it. She was in love with Zach. Not that she hadn’t expected it a week ago, or the first time she had seen him at that gala, with the way her heart had hammered against her chest and her mouth going dry at just the mere sight of him. No, admitting it was the easy part. Telling the other person was the scary one. What would he say? Would he react the same way he had when they had shagged the first time and run off, permanently this time? Emma didn’t want that. She knew that there could be the possibility that he wouldn’t say it back and she could accept that. After all, a man like Zach wasn’t going to take something like falling in love lightly. Emma suspected that when he did finally say it, that girl was going to be the luckiest girl on earth. She hoped it was her. 

Walking into the living room, she found it empty, as well as the kitchen, but there was a pot of coffee waiting in the machine and a note on the counter. “Had an early meeting. Make yourself at home,” was all it said but to her, it spoke volumes. He trusted her to be in his private space without him, thinking of her enough to pen a note so she wouldn’t worry. It had to mean something. 

Emma sighed and walked back to the bedroom so that she could get a quick shower before class. As much as she would like to play house with Zach, she did have things to do. 

***

Zach

Zach listened to his accountant as he droned on about Zach’s investments, but his mind was already on Emma and what they would do tonight. He had been reluctant to leave her this morning, enjoying the fact that she was curled up to him, his arm draped around her waist and her bum snuggled tightly against his cock. Leaving her had been the absolute worst thing he had done today but necessary. The meeting he had scheduled was to talk about a new venture, a possibility to co-own an up-and-coming restaurant with a young chef who had ambition and drive to be successful. The clubs were literally handling their own, his investments good, and the future bright for him. With Emma. He didn’t know how he was going to approach the subject or when, but they belonged together. He was going to take his chances with Steven and the guilt about Ben would die over time as long as he had her by his side. Or at least he hoped. The thought of her finding out that he indirectly had an effect on her brother’s death ate at him, worried him that his love might not be enough if she ever found out. No, not worried; he was scared to fucking death that he might lose her. 

The accountant finished and Zach shook his hand before he strolled out of the offices, his phone vibrating in his pocket. Reaching in, he extracted it, seeing Steven’s number pop up on the screen. He hated that he was playing his best mate, uncomfortable talking with him right now. Steven was going to find out eventually, but Zach wanted to hold on just a little longer to the fact that he had completely ignored Steven’s request. He was watching out for Emma, just in a completely different way, a way that he knew her brother was not going to like. Hell, he wouldn’t if it were her sister being shagged by Steven. 

He and Emma needed to talk about how they were going to approach her brother, how they were going to share the news with her parents. What if they told him he was not good for their daughter? Did they still blame him for his inability to stop their son from killing himself that night? He would lose Emma and his best mate at the same time and he would be all alone once more, plodding through life with no meaning. Emma gave his life meaning, a future that he hadn’t anticipated. Without her, life seemed bleak and useless. 

Looking up, Zach realized he had walked all the way to the gallery, where he figured Emma would be tonight. It was like she was a beacon and he was a ship she was saving with every smile, every laugh and without her, he would be sunk. Running his hand through his hair, Zach climbed up the stairs and entered the gallery, finding Emma not far from the entrance, working on what looked like a new exhibit. For a moment, he just stared at her, feeling the nerves well up inside of him. He could tell her right now that he loved her, pour his heart out to her and hope that she felt the same. If she didn’t, he would wait. He could wait forever for her. He was a lucky bastard to be involved with Emma. 

She turned and saw him, covering the distance between them before she threw herself into his arms. Caught off guard, he gathered her up against him, inhaling her scent. “That was some greeting.”

She pulled back, her eyes full of excitement for him. Him, a shit kid from nothing. “Hey, sorry I just, um, I missed you.”

Zach’s heart swelled and he captured her lips with his, giving her a kiss that took his breath away. She was fucking perfect. Finally, he pulled away, framing her face with his hands. “I missed you too.”

Emma blushed and stepped out of his arms, smoothing her skirt down even though it was perfectly in place. “How did your meetings go?”

“Boring,” he said, earning a smile from her. “They were fine, though I would have rather spent the day in bed with you. In fact, I’m contemplating clearing my entire week’s schedule to do just that.” Nothing would make him happier than to have Emma naked in his bed for a week. 

“We would be hungry,” she said, laughing. “And dirty.”

“For good reason,” he said with a grin. “Speaking of food, want to grab some dinner? I was forced to miss lunch today.”

She looked up at him, giving him a soft smile that tugged on his heart something fierce. “I would love to. Let me go get my stuff and I will be right back.”

Zach nodded and she hurried off, giving him a good view of her arse in that skirt that seemed to mold to her bum. He couldn’t wait to peel it off her later on. Maybe they could order in, pretend to watch a movie that would hold neither of their interests after a while. Even better, it could be a naked movie watching night. Hell yes. 





Chapter Twenty-Four

Emma

Emma dropped her backpack on Zach’s couch, her heart nearly bursting with love for this man. Before coming to his place, they had run by hers, grabbing some clothes where he said nothing about the size of her place compared to his. It had felt rather small with him there and as she was coming out of the bathroom, he had been looking at her pictures, a pensive look on his face. She couldn’t help but wonder if he was thinking about what Steven or her parents were going to say about their relationship when they told them, not that it mattered. 

Steven probably wasn’t going to like the fact that his best mate was dating his sister but he would have to get over it. This was her life and she wanted to share it with Zach. She was in love with Zach, even more so than she had been last night. It was the quiet way about him, how he could be this sexy, heart-stopping man in one moment and then the most tender, loving man in the others. She loved how he seemed to devour her with his eyes and how he made her feel every time he grabbed her hand, tucking her close to him when they were together. Emma was sure there was a great deal more she would find out about this Zach, the grown-up Zach that had stolen her heart and she couldn’t wait. 

Turning toward the kitchen, she saw that Zach had deposited the food on the counter, stripping off his suit jacket and undoing his tie. He was sexy in a suit and the moment she had seen him in the gallery tonight, it had been hard to fathom that he was all hers. Zach was all hers. “I’m going to hop in the shower,” he was saying, giving her a wink. “Before the movie.”

She kicked off her shoes and placed her hands on her hips, thinking that a shower with Zach was just the thing she needed. “Care if I join?”

“I’d love for you to scrub my back,” he said, a glint of heat appearing in his eyes. She gave him a grin of her own and they walked to his massive bathroom, complete with a claw-footed tub and stand up shower with multiple shower heads along the wall. Zach turned on the water and Emma started stripping off her clothes, watching the appreciative look cross his face as he started to do the same. This felt unbelievably natural, being here with him. 

Zach tested the water and held the door open. “After you,” he said, his eyes darkening as she walked past. Emma felt her breath quicken as she stepped into the warm water stream, sighing as the showerheads hit her from all directions. “This is wonderful.”

“One of the reasons I bought the place,” Zach said as he climbed in and closed the door, closing them into a cloud of steam before reaching for her. “Use it whenever you like as long as you send me pictures.”

Emma laughed and kissed his chin, her hands threading into his hair. “I’d rather take advantage of it with you.”

He leaned down and kissed her nose. “I don’t have a problem with that, but Ems, seriously, I, well, I want you to spend as much time as you want here.”

Her heart melted. If that didn’t mean he was serious about their relationship, she didn’t know what would. “Same goes for my flat, but I like yours a heck of a lot better.”

He laughed and spun her around against him, his cock pressing hard against her bum. “Don’t ever leave me.”

The words were so soft that she thought she imagined it as he held her against him, his lips now nibbling against her neck. There was a hint of desperation with the way he said them and she felt a sudden rush of tenderness as she tried to turn around in his arms. His hands held her hips firmly, not allowing her to do so, his lips leaving her neck. “Promise me you won’t leave,” he said, his breath right above her ear. 

She gasped as his hands trailed up her front half and cupped her breasts, his fingers finding her nipples and stroking them to hard peaks. “I—I won’t leave you,” she said, panting. She had no intentions of ever leaving him. She loved him and there was nothing that would break them apart, not her family, not work, not her school. This was going to work. 

He groaned and allowed her to turn around where she could look into his eyes, seeing the aching tenderness there. “I won’t leave,” she said again, touching his face with her fingers. Something shifted in his eyes and he captured her mouth, his tongue pushing past her lips and tangling with her own. Emma groaned this time, her hands sliding over his wet arms, feeling the strength in his body. His words were worrying her, like he expected her to leave at some point. She knew his life hadn’t been an easy road, but she wanted to make his future one. She wanted to be his future. 

Reaching between them, she took the length of him in her hand, stroking lightly with her fingers as she traced the ridges of the head that was swollen with need. He growled in her mouth and his hand joined hers, stroking it before moving on to her slick center, his fingers delving into her opening. She gasped, the intrusion sudden and welcome as he slid a finger into the center of her, reminding her what was to come. It was far from the cock she held in her hands, but good nevertheless. 

“You’re so wet for me,” he said against her shoulder, biting it lightly with his teeth. “I want you so fucking badly, Ems.”

“I want you,” she said, squeezing his cock with her hand and feeling him jump in return. “Condom.”

He reached up into a bin that was hanging in the shower, pulling one out to her surprise. “You store condoms in your shower?”

“Just this morning,” he said with a grin, removing his finger from her so he could roll it onto his cock. “Turn around.”

She whimpered, her body more than ready for him, bending over with her hands on the shower stall. He stepped in behind her, his cock nudging at her entrance before pushing into her, filling her completely. “Yes,” he said, gripping her hip to bring her against him. “Hell yes.”

Emma felt the pressure as Zach slid out and then pushed back in, biting her lip as she started to feel the fire spark a trail over her body, the warmth of the water heightening her senses. The sensation was amazing and when his sure fingers found her clit.

With a lightning bolt of sensation, she screamed, the orgasm taking her by surprise. Zach swore under his breath and picked up the pace, every delicious stroke compounding her orgasm and making her wet with need. “Yes,” she said as he gripped her shoulder and helped her buck against him. “More, please.”

“I’ve got you,” he said, his pace quickening. Emma bit her lip, her body slamming against Zach’s cock as she rocked herself to another orgasm, her legs weakening slightly and threatening to collapse. She held on as his cock stroked over her g-spot, stars exploding behind her eyelids as pleasure poured over her body. “Shit,” he gritted out, stiffening with a roar as she felt him let go. 

Their movements slowed under the stream of water. Emma could barely catch her breath, not sure if she was going to actually be able to walk out of this shower under her own power, her already sore body now deliciously sated and looking forward to the next go-round. Sex with Zach was never going to be boring. 

Zach extracted himself and she stood, the blood rushing to her head and making her feel a bit light-headed as she sagged against the shower stall. “Well,” she said as he disposed of the condom and closed the door, “I don’t think we’ve gotten clean yet. You distracted me.” 

Zach gave her a wolfish grin before reaching for the showerhead above her head. “Let me rectify that immediately.”

Emma blushed as he soaped up his washcloth and spread it over her body, gentle with her tender flesh. She held onto his shoulders and allowed him to do the washing, grinning like she had just won the lottery. “This is really nice. If your investments don’t work out, you can take up shower washing as a business.”

His rag stilled for a moment before he chuckled. “There’s only one body I want to wash other than my own, thank you very much.”

She stepped back and grabbed her rag, holding her hand out for the soap. “Me too and it’s my turn.”











Chapter Twenty-Five

Zach

Zach pulled the popcorn out of the microwave and dumped it into a bowl, carrying it over to the couch where Emma was seated. For the first time in a long time, he felt fucking happy, like nothing could compare to this time he was having with Emma. Their time together today, the fucking hot scene in the shower—it all was part of the best damn day of his life. 

And she was the cause of it. He knew it, in his heart, way deep down that Emma was the reason he was like this. He loved her. The thought wasn’t as startling as he had imagined it would be, falling in love with Emma Welsh. 

It was a stirring emotion, his chest tightening as he sat down next to her on his couch. He shouldn’t love her. He’d been serious when he’d said he wasn’t good enough for her. It wasn’t that he couldn’t support her or provide the best life and future for her. He could. It was more about the guilt that gnawed at him. What would she say when she found out?

He had to tell her. He knew he had to. Yeah, he was selfish as fuck for not telling her yet. But he didn't want to see the light go out of her eyes. Liar. Okay, yeah, so he didn’t want to lose her light either. The way she looked at him. He’d do anything to hold onto that. 

But he knew that was a dream. He wouldn’t be able to hold onto that. Ben was gone because of him. And she would hate him soon.

	But even knowing that, he couldn’t let her go. Emma pressed up against him, her head on his shoulder as she started the movie they had picked out, some chick flick that she had specifically wanted to watch and he was inclined to keep her happy. He imagined there would be many chick flicks in his future with Emma and he didn’t care. As long as she was happy, he was happy. 

Zach placed the popcorn in her lap before putting an arm around her, pressing a kiss into her hair that smelled like his shampoo. He was going to give her a drawer or two in the wardrobe and in the bathroom. It was sudden, but he knew he wanted to spend as much time with her as possible. He was going to have to tell her about his businesses, he knew that. He would ease into it, test the waters and hope to God that she wouldn’t abandon him because of the clubs. You’re kidding yourself. This is temporary. When the two weeks is over she’ll run from you. 

No. He’d promised himself he was going to commit to the two weeks and that meant no more of his father’s thoughts were allowed to intrude on his mind. The truth was even before Emma had come back into his life, he’d been considering pulling back from the clubs. He didn’t need them anymore. He’d lost the love for the nightlife after Ben. He just hadn’t been nudged in the right direction until now. Until her.

***

Zach

“What the bloody hell is this?”

Zach woke out of a dead sleep, opening his eyes to see the angry face of Steven looming over him. For a moment, he tried to think of when Steven had even arrived or where he was at until he looked over to see Emma just waking up. Oh, bloody hell. Steven grabbed the front of Zach’s T-shirt and hauled him off the couch before Zach had a chance to react, lifting him several inches off the floor. “I asked you to look after my sister,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “Not fuck her.”

“Steven?” Emma asked, her voice groggy from sleep. “What are you doing here?”

“The question is, what are you doing here?” Steven said harshly, shoving Zach away from him. Zach stumbled over the chair before Steven was on top of him again, his fist colliding with Zach’s jaw, pain exploding on Zach’s face. 

“Stop!” Emma said, grabbing Steven’s arm as he raised it to hit Zach again. Zach took the opportunity to get off the floor, standing behind the chair in an effort to put something between him and Steven. 

Steven shook off his sister, shoving his hand through his hair roughly. “I can’t believe this. My best mate and my fucking sister. I asked you to look out for her Zach. Not fucking use her.”

“I’m not using her, Steven.” Zach took several deep breaths, wincing at the pain in his jaw. “It’s not what you think.”

“Oh really?” Steven said with a harsh laugh as he looked at Emma. “And she’s wearing just your fucking shirt because she got hot?”

Zach looked over at Emma, taking in the sight of her in his T-shirt, tits hanging free beneath the thin fabric to allow him easy access. Damn it all. He had given Steven a card to his flat years ago, telling him to come stay whenever he was in town and not get a room at one of the hotels. Steven had taken him up on the offer a few times, but never had Zach thought that tonight he would be looking at his best mate and explaining himself in this capacity. 

“Steven,” Emma said, laying her hand on her brother’s arm. “It’s good to see you.”

Steven looked over at his sister, giving her a slight smile. “I— It’s good to see you Ems, just not here.”

She looked over at Zach, who gave her an encouraging nod even though he felt slightly ill. He had wanted to tell Steven in his own way, not have him find out like this. “I, can we sit down and have a drink? Talk about this?”

Steven turned his attention back to Zach. “Are you fucking serious? There’s nothing to do but kick your arse for shagging my sister.”

“Steven,” Emma started but he waved her off. 

“I can’t believe this, Zach. You, of all people, touching my sister.” He ran his hands through his hair. “Fuck, mate. You talked about keeping her away from the fucking predators. And you’re the biggest one of all.”

Zach swallowed, that old feeling of not being good enough rearing its ugly head. There was no way he could fight Steven on that account. He wasn’t good enough to touch Emma. He knew that. 

“What does that mean?” Emma asked, her eyes narrowing as she looked at her brother. “This is Zach. Of all people for me to be with, I would think he would be good. We’ve known him forever.”

Zach sucked in a breath, her faith in him surprising yet burrowing a hole in his heart. He loved her so damned much and he was going to lose her. Love wasn’t enough and she was about to hate him.

Steven shook his head. “Emma, there are things you don’t know about Zach.”

Emma, God bless her, raised her chin. “Quit treating me like a child, Steven. I am a grown adult and am able to make my own decisions. I want to be with Zach. I will be with Zach. You can’t stop me. Tell him Zach. Tell him you want to be with me.”

He wanted to. It was on the tip of his tongue to tell Steven to go fuck himself and to take Emma away from here, to tell her that he loved her and whatever her brother wanted to say didn’t matter. But life wasn’t always what it should be and he couldn’t do what Emma wanted him to do. So, though it was fucking killing him inside, he shook his head. “I can’t do that, Emma.”

“See?” Steven said, eyeing Zach. “Zach knows that you shouldn’t be together Emma. He’s not good enough for you.”

Emma put her hands on her hips, her eyes flashing with anger as she stared at them both. “Give me one reason.”

It was over. He knew it was over. No way he could have her now. “Because I’m the reason your brother is gone. It was my fault.” The words hurt worse than he had anticipated, saying them out loud. He couldn’t let this drag on anymore. It was time that she knew why he couldn’t be with her. 

Zach watched as her eyes widened and she took a step back, like someone had pushed her hard. “W—what?”

Zach swallowed hard, his throat tightening as he forced the words out. She deserved to know. “I’m responsible for his death.”

The silence that followed was deafening and Zach wanted to throw himself at her mercy, but instead stood there, his body rigid as he waited for the onslaught that was to come. 

He watched, devastated and feeling like an arse, as Emma turned around and headed for the bedroom, where he could picture her gathering her clothes in disgust, trying to figure out what she ever saw in him to begin with. Each thought, each rejection was like a dagger to his heart, knowing that this was the only alternative that could happen. 

Suddenly the room became smaller, his chest tight and unable to take a deep breath, the pain more severe than the pain in his jaw. He had to get out. He couldn’t watch her walk out of his life. Grabbing his keys, Zach turned his back on his mate and walked out of the flat, destination unknown. He couldn’t do this. This was why he was better off alone. The problem was, the damage was done. Emma was in his blood, in his heart and Zach knew it was going to be a long time before he was able to get over her. 





Chapter Twenty-Six

Emma

Emma wiped away the tears as she gathered her clothes, sliding her jeans on but refusing to discard Zach’s shirt. She wanted to cling to this shattered image just a little while longer. Her life felt as if it was over in an instant, the mere mention of Ben’s death bringing the emotion and loss flooding back. And to know that Zach had seen him that night, had the chance to stop him from getting into his car and crashing it off of that bridge, it was downright horrible. 

A sob escaped her throat as she shoved her feet into her shoes, grabbing her purse that was on Zach’s dresser without gathering the rest. Screw it. She couldn’t be here right now. She needed to think, to sort out what she had just learned. And Zach. Oh, how she felt for him. Despite the pain she was feeling at the moment, the heartbreak and pain etched on his face was ten times worse. So what if he owned clubs? Why hadn’t he told her the first day they had encountered each other in London? No wonder he was always available in the clubs she had been to. He owned the damn lot. 

“Em? You okay?”

Emma wiped the tears from her face and turned toward her brother, whose lean body was standing in the doorway of the bedroom. “I was just getting my stuff together.”

He leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed over his chest. “I just need to know one question.”

She slung her purse over her shoulder, stopping before him. “What?”

“Do you love him?”

The pain lanced through her chest then, thinking of how much she really did love Zach. He had slowly become her world, but how they were going to get past this, she didn’t know. “Why does it matter to you?”

Steven cleared his throat, suddenly looking embarrassed. “I admit, I couldn’t hold my shit together when I saw you two curled up on his couch like that, but now, hell, I’m not sure what is going on here, Em. What is Zach to you?”

She shook her head, tears crowding her eyes once more. She didn’t want to discuss this with her brother right now. It didn’t matter what Steven thought. What mattered was between her and Zach. The rest of the world could go to hell for all that she cared. “I need to think.” She needed to sort out her feelings, but first, she wanted to see Zach, to tell him not to worry. They would work this out. “Is he still in the living room?”

Steven shook his head. “He’s gone, Em.”

So he had just bailed. Without a word, without as much as standing up for himself. He had just walked out. “I—I see,” she said, her voice shaking with the tears she was going to shed when she got home to her own flat. She had thought that he had wanted her never to leave him, yet he was gone, leaving her behind. That hurt worse than anything she had learned this evening. Zach was gone without so much as a concern of how she was dealing with this new revelation. What the hell did that mean? 

“Em, I’m sorry,” Steven said before she held up her hand, her nerves shredded. 

“I don’t want to hear this. I just want to go home.”

“I’ll walk you there.”

Emma shook her head. “No, I’m fine.” He looked at her for a moment before he moved aside, allowing her to pass. Emma held her head up high as she exited the flat, her vision clouding with tears before she reached the first floor. Why had it all just fallen apart? What had gone horribly wrong with her and Zach? Hadn’t he loved her? She had felt it in his touch tonight, had heard it in his words yet he had up and left her because of Steven’s accusations. It didn’t make sense and she definitely did not like this massive hole in her chest that had opened up because of this. Zach was her future, but she wasn’t so sure he wanted to be now. 

***

Zach

Zach let himself back into his flat, throwing his keys on the foyer table before walking to the kitchen. He had spent hours driving around London, attempting to clear his head of what had happened tonight, wanting to get drunk but not willing to go into a pub to do so. Even his own clubs had lost their appeal tonight. He didn’t want to deal with anyone except Emma and she wasn’t here. He didn’t even know if she was going to come back and the pain was much more than he could deal with. 

“I was wondering if you were going to find your way back.”

Zach looked at Steven lounging on the bar stool, a shot glass and fine bottle of whiskey sitting in front of him, nearly half of it already gone. “What? You worried I was going to do something stupid? Or are you disappointed that I didn’t do something stupid?”

Steven shook his head as Zach grabbed a highball glass and poured himself a good measure full, throwing it back without stopping. The liquid burned his throat as it slid down, dulling some of the pain he felt in his jaw thanks to Steven’s right hook. He deserved it. He had gone and betrayed his best mate’s trust by shagging his sister. He deserved a hell of a lot worse actually, but the way that Steven was looking at him, he doubted it was going to happen tonight or any night.

“No, not you,” Steven finally said, pouring another shot before knocking it back with a grimace. “Maybe back in the day but you are far too levelheaded to do something stupid now.”

Zach chuckled, grabbing the bottle and pouring another glass. Steven knew him well. “Maybe.” Shagging Emma had been the most daring thing he had done in a long time and look where it got him. A jagged hole where his heart had been. 

“So do you love her?”

Zach’s hand stopped halfway to his mouth, the glass shaking slightly. How could he have this conversation with Emma’s brother? Bloody hell, he needed a great deal more alcohol to have that happen. “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he finally said, downing the fiery liquid. 

“Bloody hell,” Steven muttered, rubbing the top of his head with his hand. “Just answer the fucking question all right? Do you love my sister?”

Zach thought about the first time he had seen Emma in a new light, perhaps the night she was in his club, unaware that he was even around. It had happened pretty quickly for him as well. Why, he didn’t know. But for a short while, he was the luckiest bastard in all of London. “Hell. I love her. I know I don’t deserve her. She snuck her way in when I least expected her to and I am a fucking mess.”

“That’s Em,” Steven said softly with a wry chuckle.

“I don’t fucking deserve her,” Zach said, rolling his shoulders as he started to feel the effects of whiskey. He had never really been a heavy drinker and the way he was throwing down these glasses, he was going to be passed out before the night was through. “I never did.” She was too good for him. He was a fucking loser, a man who had been forced to build his own life while she had experienced the best life growing up that most would take for granted. And he had touched her, fallen in love with her. She deserved a hell of a lot better than him.

Steven sighed, staring at his glass with a frown on his face. “No, you don’t deserve her. She’s my sister and she deserves the best fucking guy on the planet.” He then grinned, shaking his head as he filled Zach’s glass once more. “But of all the guys that she could have picked, I’m glad it was you. You’re my best mate and I can’t think of anyone else I would rather date my sister than you, Zach.”

Zach was stunned. Him? He was a nobody. “But Ben ...” She was never going to forgive him of that.

Steven’s face clouded with emotion, grief filling his eyes. “Zach, you didn’t kill him, mate. I need you to forgive yourself.”

“What? Like your family forgives me?”

Steven shook his head. “My mum, she’s just so mired in her grief she can’t see the truth of it. Any coldness you feel is just that you remind them of him. You are the one who needs to forgive yourself. He killed himself. That’s the real truth. From what I heard, you tried to stop him numerous times and he refused to listen. Ultimately it was Ben who climbed behind that wheel, not you. There’s no person alive that would blame you for such a thing. I shouldn’t have said what I said earlier. I don't blame you for what happened. And maybe it’s time for you to quit doing that as well.”

Zach looked into his whiskey, his thoughts churning. He had tried to stop Ben that night, numerous times. The guilt of allowing him to walk out of that door still ate him alive yet Steven was telling him that it wasn’t his fault. Zach didn’t feel that way. It had to be his fault, right?

Steven must have seen the indecision on his face because he clapped his shoulder with his hand and looking him squarely in the eye. “There are nights I lie in my bed, thinking of all the ways I failed him and you. I know what you are dealing with Zach. And it’s eating you alive. It’s time to let it go.”

“Me?” Zach asked, surprised. “How in the hell did you fail me?” Steven had always been there for him, helping him haul his father’s arse home when he’d been so belligerent Zach couldn’t do it himself. Steven had been the one to listen and rally behind him when he had first drummed up the idea of his first club. Hell, Steven had taken time off that he could have spent with his family to come to his grand opening of Club Thames. If anything, Zach had let his mate down by sleeping with Emma, not the other way around.

Steven gave a little shrug, dropping his hand from Zach’s shoulder. “Your father was shit and we all knew it. I should have stepped in more and I am sorry for that. We let you deal with the worst of it by yourself and it shouldn’t have happened.”

Zach let out a laugh, thinking the last thing Steven could have done was stop his father. It was Steven’s friendship and the time with the Welsh family that had kept him sane all those years. “Mate, you couldn’t do anything different for me.”

“Still,” Steven said with a sigh, “your past doesn’t define you. It shouldn’t define you. Look at you: making millions, living in a fancy flat, and now in love with my sister. The world is your oyster Zach and it’s time for you to start thinking of your future, not the fucking past that is clearly driving you insane.” Steven chuckled then and shook his head. “Who would have ever thought any of this would happen?”

Zach sure hadn’t. For a while his life was fucking spectacular and it had been due to Emma. “I’ve lost your sister,” he said, wincing as the pain in his chest grew larger. It wasn’t going to subside. He would spend the rest of his miserable life with that pain. There would never be another Emma. No one could replace her. He just hoped that he wouldn’t see her out in a few years, happy and with another bloke. It might be the end of him if he did.

Steven grabbed his shot glass and laughed. “Have you forgotten who we are talking about? No one dictates to my sister, least of all me. I might have stepped in tonight and tried to tell her how to live her life, but it’s far from what she is actually going to do.”

Zach couldn’t disagree. Emma was a headstrong woman and was going to do whatever the hell she wanted to do. The question was, how was he going to get back into her good graces? She knew all his dirty secrets now, what type of person he was. There was no way Emma could even like him, much less love him now.

“If you love her,” Steven said, pouring another shot glass, “you are going to have to go after her. I would make sure you have all your shit in line when you do. She’s not going to let you off lightly my friend and I hope you know how to sweet-talk her back because I sure as hell don’t.”

Zach looked at him, his heart hammering in his ears. “Is this your blessing?” He wouldn’t touch her again if Steven said that he wasn’t behind this relationship. The last thing he wanted to do was cause a rift between brother and sister. 

Steven gave him a grin. “Yeah, I’m cool with it. Like I said, of all the people she could have picked, I’m glad it was you, Zach.” He let out a breath, looking slightly ill. “Hell, I am going to have to go grovel myself so don’t try and show me up, okay?”

Zach grinned then, some of the pressure in his chest easing. He might not deserve Emma, but he sure as hell needed her. The question was, was she willing to take him back after everything she knew about him? What lengths would he go to have her back?





Chapter Twenty-Seven

Emma

Emma opened the door to her flat and immediately shut it, fuming as a knock sounded on the door again. “Come on Em, open up. I’ve got all of your favorites here.”

Steven’s voice was muffled by the door, the smell of her favorite warm sandwich now wafting through the crack below the door. She hadn’t spoken to her brother since that day, which was now three days later. It had taken some time to even get out of bed without crying, her heart aching every time she thought about Zach and the look on his face before she had fled the room. He really assumed that he had caused Ben’s death. It was ridiculous to think that, even if he hadn’t been able to stop her brother from putting his life in danger. 

“The food’s getting cold,” Steven said. “You know you are hungry.”

Emma gripped the doorknob and pulled the door back open, leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed over her chest. “What are you attempting to do?”

Steven held up the paper bag. “Apologize? Feed you? The possibilities are endless at this point.”

Emma laughed and stepped aside, unable to be mad at Steven for long. They had always been extremely close, only becoming closer after Ben died. “Come on in and start your groveling, brother.”

Steven came in and she shut the door, following him into her main space, which was currently littered with tissues and takeout boxes. Sappy love movies had been on all day and Emma had been unable to stop herself from watching the marathon, thinking of Zach the entire time. “Um, sorry about the mess.”

Steven sat the bag on the counter and pulled her into a hug, awkwardly patting her back. “If it makes you feel any better, Zach is a fucking wreck as well.”

Her heart squeezed at the mere mention of his name. No, it didn’t make her feel any better. She wrapped her arms around her brother and laid her head on his chest, feeling his heartbeat under her cheek. She loved her brother and when he was gone, a small piece of her left with him. “I’ve tried to hate you both yet I can’t find the heart to do so.”

Steven returned her hug, a heavy sigh escaping his body. “I’m sorry, Em. I was an arse for saying the things I said. You couldn’t do any better than Zach. He’ll treat you like a princess.”

She didn’t want to be treated like a princess. She wanted to be loved by Zach. Zach could be penniless and living in a hovel and she would still want to be with him. “I miss him,” she said, sniffing against the onslaught of tears. “I love him, Steven. So help me God, I love him so much.”

“I know,” Steven said as he pulled away from her. “And he’s a mess without you, little sister. I was wrong. I was mad at the fact that he had taken advantage of you, but now I see that wasn’t the case. He did exactly what I was asking him to do, though I doubt he even anticipated this happening.”

Emma thought about how reluctant Zach had been in the beginning, how he must have wrestled with the fact that Steven had asked him to look after her yet there was a connection there that wasn’t going away. Now she understood. What she didn’t understand was why he thought he was directly responsible for Ben’s death. Stepping out of her brother’s embrace, Emma wrapped her arms around herself. “He didn’t kill him.”

“Of course not,” Steven said, a frown on his face. “Ben killed Ben. But Zach has felt guilty all these years for no reason at all. He’s made something of himself and it is unfortunate that our brother chose his club of all places that night to have his last night. I don’t understand why Zach thinks it was his fault. No one would place that blame on him. All he ever wanted to do was be part of our family.”

Emma rubbed a hand over her face tiredly, knowing that Steven was right. Zach had beat himself up for no reason at all. All because of the words his father used to spit at him. 

“He loves you.”

She looked at her brother, her breath stuttering in her chest. The words stunned her, even though in her heart she had hoped they were true. “What?” 

Steven gave her a grin. “Even if he hadn’t admitted it, I can see it written all over his face. Zach loves you Emma. I think he believes you can’t be together. Why, I don’t know. I need for you to go and put my mate out of his misery and tell him that you love him for God’s sake. I’ve given my bloody blessing in case you are wondering and I haven’t hit him but that one time, I swear it.”

Emma’s mind was whirling with questions and concerns, glad that the two of them hadn’t come to more blows over this whole mess. Zach loved her. Did he really? Hadn’t she known it all along anyway? She could feel it in his embraces, his kisses, the way he loved her so completely. Yes, she knew Zach loved her even if he didn’t want to admit it. What would she say if she saw him again? Would he come out and tell her or would she have to coax it out of him after some time had passed? Either way, she wanted to be with Zach and he would know directly that she was in love with him. 

“He thinks he doesn’t deserve you,” Steven said, reaching into the bag for the food he brought. “Which I also told him was a bunch of bullshit as well. I don’t think he’s going to come after you, Emma.”

“Well then,” Emma said, giving her brother a slight smile. “I guess I am going to have to go after him then.” She wanted Zach. She wanted the chance to tell him how she felt and if he wasn’t going to come this way, she would have to go to him. It was time to put up or shut up.

***

Emma

Emma stepped into the darkened club, her palms damp and her heart thudding in her ears. After three attempts to find Zach, she had finally succeeded with this club, the man out front telling her that yes, Zach was inside, prepping for tonight’s crush of people. After a few pounds, he had let her in. 

Now she stood in the empty club, about to either walk away with the man she loved or walk away period. If Zach stood his ground and refused to admit that he loved her, she was walking away, moving on with her life. She had cried enough tears over this man. 

A man came down the stairs that led to the second floor, his eyes widening as he spied her alone on the empty dance floor. “Can I help you?”

Emma swallowed her fears. “I am here to see Zach.”

The man walked over to her, no expression on his face. “I’m sorry, he’s not here.”

She gave him a look. “Don’t lie to me. I know he’s here. The guy out front told me so.”

The man rolled his eyes and Emma fought the urge to laugh. “We have got to get better security. I’m sorry, he is here but he’s busy. He requested no one bother him today. You’re going to have to come back when the club is open and you might just get lucky enough to see him then.”

Emma took a step forward, her eyes searching his. “Listen, I am seeing him today. You got that?” She was in no mood to be stopped today. Today was either going to be a great day or the worst day of her life and this guy wasn’t going to stop her. She wasn’t above resorting to yelling Zach’s name.

“Ms. Welsh, I’m Jason,” he finally said, sticking out his hand, a grin now on his face. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Emma frowned, confused. “Nice to meet you, Jason. How did you know who I was?”

Jason chuckled softly. “Darling, Zach has been watching you since you arrived at his club that first night. He’s fucking in love with you. Trust me, I know who you are.”

Emma felt the warmth of yet another person confirming what she had hoped, giving her the drive to keep on going. She wasn’t leaving here until she talked with Zach and he either confirmed it for himself or kicked her out. Either way, she would get an answer from him. If she could find him. “Can you tell me where Zach is then?”

Jason gave her a smile, releasing her hand. “He’s upstairs. Take it easy on him. He’s not the best day today but I’m sure it’s starting to look up. He’s been through hell these last few days.”

“I will,” she said, giving him her own smile. He brushed past her before turning back, giving her a wink. “And make sure he sleeps. He looks like death warmed over. I’ll make sure no one bothers you for a while. If you need something, just holler.”

“Not a problem,” she said, laughing before walking over to the stairs. They both would sleep well tonight if he told her what she wanted to hear. She could do this. She could make this right between them. He just had to participate. There was not a bone in her body that wasn’t sure she was doing the right thing at this moment.





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Zach

Zach heard the soft treads on the stairs, ignoring the fact that Jason was probably coming back to tell him how fucking bad he looked again. He knew how bad he looked. Hell, he hadn’t been able to sleep properly in days, since Emma walked out of his life. His days had consisted of work, throwing himself into his work and attempting to forget that his life was a bloody mess. His nights, those were the hardest. He preferred not to think about the nights. 

“Zach.”

His head shot up as he took in Emma standing in the doorway, and his heart seizing in his chest. She was here. Emma was here, in his club, staring at him with those gorgeous eyes of hers. She looked like an angel, her hair all about her shoulders like a red cloud, her curvy body draped in a pair of black pants and silky white top that left her shoulders bare and had his cock hard as a rock. He could just eat her up right where she stood. The effect she had on him was electric. “Em.” His voice came out in a plea as he stood behind his desk, clearing his throat and attempted to get a grip. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you,” she said softly, leaning against the doorjamb. “You look like hell.”

He let out a strangled laugh. “I feel like it.” She gave him a half smile and he felt it all the way to his groin. “You shouldn’t be here, Emma.”

“Shouldn’t as in you think you are protecting me?” she said, pushing away from the doorway and entering his office. “Or because you don’t want me here?”

Hell no it wasn’t because he didn’t want her here. He wanted her closer, in his arms where he could bury himself in her hair and forget the past few days. The up and down rollercoaster of what he should and should not do had nearly killed him, knowing that he shouldn’t contact Emma, though his thumb had hovered over her number a dozen times. Steven had confirmed that she was all right but that he would have to do a great deal of convincing her to get her back. “She’s stubborn,” Steven had concluded the night that he left to go back to the guard. “And for some godforsaken reason she wants you. I think you two are a match made in heaven or hell depending on which side of the tracks you’re on.” Zach had spent the rest of the night attempting to figure out what he needed to do to win Emma over, yet here she stood, asking him the question of a lifetime. 

“Ems, I—”

She held up her hand. “Please don’t give me anything but the truth Zach. I’ve had enough of what I should do and what I shouldn’t do. Tell me who you are Zach.”

Zach swallowed, running a hand through his hair nervously. He didn’t want to tell Emma who he was. Of all the people in his life, Emma was the only one that he didn’t want to disappoint. Emma walked over and sat in one of the chairs before his desk, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m waiting.”

“Ems,” he said, his voice breaking slightly. She was slowly killing him. Fuck, there was no way out of this one unless he wanted her to walk away. “You want to know about me,” he said slowly, sinking back into his chair, his hands shaking. “Fine. I’m a nobody. A loser. My father was shit and treated me like it too. He never gave a damn about me and frankly, I hated him just as much as he hated me.”

He forced himself to look over at Emma, hating that she had tears in her eyes for him. Nobody cried over him these days. “Em, don’t cry.”

She wiped her eyes. “Go on.”

He sighed and looked away, his eyes focusing on the dark walls of the office. “I took off to London after graduation with nothing more than the pounds your family gave me for graduation and the rest that I was able to get for selling my shit.” He had come with nothing, not even a pot to piss in and barely enough money to survive a month in London. But he was free of his father, no longer under his thumb and if he died on the streets, it would be a better death than he would have experienced back home. 

“I got lucky. I found a job promoting clubs in London, passing out flyers and moving people toward the clubs.” It had been a lucrative career and that was when he had found how much he liked business, even if it were a little seedy. “I found a guy willing to give me a chance and let me manage his club. I made him more than enough money in the first year.” 

Emma was silent so Zach continued on, feeling lost in his words. “I started classes at the university, got a degree in business during the day and worked the clubs at night.” The owner of the club had shaken his head the day he had seen Zach studying for an exam. “You are fucking making me an arse load of money,” he had said. “The degree can’t replace the good business sense in your head Zach. Why torture yourself?” But he had pressed on, completing his degree and finding an outlet in investments with the money he was making from his job at the club. “Turns out I have a knack for numbers,” he said with a wry smile. “I tripled my money in six months and because of the connections I had made as a manager, I found a building and opened my first club at the end of that year.”

“Club Thames,” Emma said, supplying the name he was about to say. He turned toward her and she gave him a little shrug. “It was a good guess.”

He gave her a quick nod. “Club Trend was the last of four I’ve opened. I also own a bakery, a few car garages, and am about to invest in my first restaurant. I don’t know much about cooking, but the chef is a fucking genius.” 

Emma looked at him and he could not detect any disdain or hate in her eyes. “Why didn’t you just tell me in the beginning?” she asked softly. “It sounds like you have made a life for yourself Zach, a great life.”

Zach blew out a breath, knowing this was going to be the reason she walked away. “Because I am responsible for the greatest pain in your life.”





Chapter Twenty-Nine

Emma

Emma could hear the pain in Zach’s voice and her hands itched to touch him but she held back. She wanted to hear the entire story. “Tell me why you think you are responsible for my brother’s death,” she said.

He ran a hand through his hair, the grief etched on his face. “I let him go that night, Ems. He was at the club and he was so blitzed. I cut him off and he was belligerent. Ticked off that I dared not serve him. When he wasn’t looking, I knicked his keys so at least he wouldn’t drive home. I planned to take him home myself, but then I got distracted with work. I didn't even realize he’d taken his keys back. I lost one of my best mates because I was busy lining my fucking pockets.”

Emma felt the same grief in her chest, her brother’s death never far from her mind. He would always be part of her life, but Ben had made his own choices in his life and unfortunately had lost it as well. Rising from the chair, she walked around the desk and stepped in front of Zach, his arms going around her waist and resting his head against her stomach. Her hands went into his hair and she held him there, her voice soft. “You’re not responsible for his death, Zach. Ben made that choice to drive drunk when he could have easily gotten a cab. No one holds you responsible. I don’t blame you nor would I ever blame you for his death.” 

He shuddered against her as she ran her hands through his hair, wondering why on earth he would think he was responsible. Well, no more. Despite what happened to them, Zach could now let go of that guilt in his life. Zach let go of her and pushed away, standing. “I don’t deserve you.”

Emma let out a little laugh, dropping her arms at her side as she stared at his strong back. “Well I don’t deserve you either.”

He spun around and she could see the emotions in his eyes, his jaw clenched tightly. “What?”

Emma took a step forward, her hands on her hips. “You know you are right, Zach. I don’t deserve a kind, wonderful, devilishly handsome bloke like you. I don’t deserve someone who is passionate about his work, full of life, and a surprise at every turn.” 

His jaw clenched tighter and Emma pressed on. “Most of all, I don’t deserve to love a man like that, but I do. I love him to distraction. He holds everything for me, my heart and my future.”

When he didn’t say anything, she dropped her arms, her heart hammering in her ears. “Tell me that he feels the same, please.”

“Ems,” he said brokenly, his eyes drifting away from hers. “I’m not that man you just described.”

Emma sucked in a deep breath, not realizing how much this would hurt. He wasn’t going to tell her. She had just poured out her heart and soul to him and he was going to let her walk away because he thought he wasn’t good enough for her. “Fine,” she forced out, tears gathering in her eyes as she gave herself one long look at him before turning away. “Then I can’t be with you.”

She walked to the doorframe before he grabbed her from behind, pressing her against his hard body. “But I am the man that loves you more than he loves anything in this world,” he said in her ear, his voice full of emotion. “I’m not perfect in any sort of way, but I can provide for you, ensure that you never want for anything in your entire life. I can love you for the rest of my days and beyond.” His breath shuddered in her ear. “I don’t deserve you, Ems, but I sure as hell am not going to lose you.”

“Zach,” she said as she turned in his arms, pressing her face into his chest. His arms locked around her and he held her against him tightly, the pounding of his heart against her cheek. He wasn’t going to let her walk out. He loved her. 

“Bloody hell Em don’t ever leave me again,” he said, pressing his lips into her hair. “I am fucking miserable without you.”

“Well don’t ever walk out on me again and I won’t,” she said, snuggling against his chest. “You know Steven approves of this relationship.”

Zach exhaled. “Yeah I know or we wouldn’t be standing here together.”

Emma grinned, pulling away so that she could look at Zach. This close up she could see the bruise just starting to shade on his jaw where Steven had hit him. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Ems,” he said, leaning down to brush her lips against his. Emma reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down to deepen the kiss. She had missed him so much and now that all of their secrets were out in the open, it was time to do some making up. Zach growled into her mouth but he didn’t push her away, instead pulling her tightly against him to where she could feel the evidence of his arousal pressing against her stomach. “I need you,” he said against her lips. “So damn much.” 

When he lifted her off the ground, she didn’t complain, instead pushing at his jacket in an effort to get it off him. He complied, his eyes feral and hot with need as he laid her down on his desk, his arm sweeping away the papers onto the floor. Emma grabbed at him, but Zach gave her a grin as he grasped both of her wrists, pulling them over her head. “No, it’s my turn.”

“Zach,” she said as he slid his hand down her body, still fully clothed but feeling as if she was lying here naked with the way he was touching her. When his hand touched her breast, she arched against his hold, gasping as his thumb found her erect nipple. “Please.”

“Please what?” he asked in a low voice, his hand tightening on her wrists. “What do you want, Emma?”

“I want you,” she said as his hand drifted lower, cupping her through her pants. “I want you, Zach.”

He leaned over and kissed her hard, his bulge pressing where his hand had just been. “I want you too,” he said against her lips. “But in my own time.”

Emma let out a half laugh, half gasp as he pulled away, her body tight with both needing and wanting to have him all over her. Zach chuckled as well as he tugged on her pants, pulling them down with one hand until they were pooling at her ankles. “Emma Welsh, where are your knickers?”

Emma blushed. “I—Well, I forgot to put them on today.” She hadn’t really, but had rather hoped something like this would be happening in her near future. Thank God she had been right. 

“Naughty,” Zach said as he ran a finger down the center of her, already wet with anticipation. “What am I going to do with you?”

Emma closed her eyes and arched toward his hand. “Y—you’re going to love me.”

Zach leaned over her as he inserted a finger, nearly causing her to buck off the desk. “No, Emma. I am going to fuck you. Loving you has never been the problem.”

Her heart expanded as she heard his simple words. There was a part of her that had always loved him as well and now he was hers. She would spend a lifetime loving Zach. His finger drifted back up to her clit, rubbing it in a lazy circle. “You know I like you like this, submissive and allowing me to do whatever the bloody hell I want to.”

“D—don’t get used to it,” she said, her voice shaking as he did delicious things with his finger. “Oh God, I’m not going to last long, Zach.”

“I hope not,” he said, pressing against her swollen nub. “Come for me, Emma.”

She arched against his touch, her body crying with release now, the pressure building low in her belly. “Yes,” he said, urging her on as he inserted his finger once more, moving with her body. She squeezed around his finger and then sobbed as the orgasm took over, her body jerking from the force of it. 

“Bloody hell,” she heard Zach say as he released her wrists, yanking at his own zipper on his trousers. Emma barely had time to react when he gripped her hips and slammed into her, compounding on an already fucking great orgasm. He was so big, stretching her deliciously and she wiggled against him, wanting all of him inside of her. 

“God, you are so wet,” he said as he leaned down to kiss her. “Wrap your legs around me, darling.”

Emma gripped his waist with her ankles and pulled him in the rest of the way, her body quivering as she felt the fullness of his large cock within her. “Make love to me, Zach,” she said against his lips. “Please, I need you.”

Zach growled as his hands gripped her hips, starting the slow assault on her body as he moved in and out, the sound of their bodies slapping together the only sound in the room. Emma closed her eyes and concentrated on his movement, gripping the sides of the desk as her body moved with his. “Yes,” she said through her clenched teeth, the pressure starting to build. “Yes.”

“I fucking love you,” Zach said, his hands tight on her hips as he pounded into her. “Come for me Emma.”

Emma’s fingers dug into the sides of the desk as the wave crashed over her, screaming out as Zach picked up the pace, stiffening as he came with a roar, pumping into her before collapsing on top of her, his breath warm on her stomach. 

Emma took a few deep breaths, the haze of her orgasm starting to fade as she reached down and stroked Zach’s wet hair. “Well I can scratch another unusual place to have sex off my list.”

Zach’s head rose and he kissed her stomach, a grin on his handsome face. “You have a list?”

Emma gave him a saucy grin of her own. “Maybe.”

He laughed and Emma felt her heart nearly combust with love for the man before her. He might not be perfect, but neither was she. The biggest thing was that he loved her and that was all she could hope for. Zach loved her. Everything else would fall into place.








Epilogue

One year, six months later

She was gorgeous. Zach watched as Emma walked across the stage to accept her diploma, beaming as she shook the dean’s hand. He let out a yell, taking snap after snap on his phone for later. She had finally done it. Emma had finished her master’s top of her class and had already been offered a permanent position at the gallery, now that Arse Wipe was leaving for the States. No, actually he and Gareth were cool now since Zach had staked his claim on Emma, but to him, he would always be Arse Wipe. 

Emma walked off the stage and Zach lowered his phone, thumbing through the pictures like a proud boyfriend. He was proud. The last year and a half had been the fucking best months of his life with Emma living with him, making his flat more than just a place to crash at night. She had made it the only home he had ever known and just when he thought he couldn’t love her any more than he already did, she would go and do something that would make him fall in love with her all over again. Just yesterday, when she was preparing for the biggest day of her life, she had brought home food from his new favorite restaurant, never mind that he fucking owned the place, for them to share on the balcony as the snow was just starting to fall over the city. She never ceased to amaze him. 

“You better hurry and finish your degree before she starts on her PhD,” Steven said next to him as they waited for the ceremony to wrap up. “You won’t be able to do anything with her then.”

Zach grinned, thinking going back to school had been one of the many things Emma had helped him do. At her urging, he was now taking classes to complete his master’s as well, this time in international business so he could broaden his investments. They already had a trip planned to America early next year to see what he could get into over there and Emma was already making plans to hit up as many galleries as she could while they were there. 

She was putting a portfolio together for her first showing as well. And of course, she and Xander had differing opinions on what pieces. 

The relationship with her parents was better. Steven was right. They never blamed him for the death of their son. That was all cooked up in his brain to torture himself. But it had been hard for them to see him. But with he and Emma in love, they were happy. Her mother had even come to say on several occasions to take advantage of London shopping.

He was excited just to see her so excited about doing exactly what she wanted. But that was Emma. It didn’t take much to make her happy, though Zach would throw all his money in the world at buying her whatever she wanted if she were that type of girl. 

The clubs were a distant memory now, though he still remained a business adviser for Jason, who now had sole ownership of all but Club Trend, doing a damn fine job of running the places as he always had been. Emma wouldn’t let him get rid of Club Trend, citing that it was the place their love story had started. They rarely went out to places like that, but every once and a while he would take her there, dance with her on the club floor and marvel in the fact that they had come such a long way since that night where he had lost his heart all over again. 

The ceremony finally ended and he walked to the spot where Emma had told them to meet her, her parents joining them, pride on their faces. After he and Emma had finished making up, they had gone home to tell her parents of their relationship. While Zach would have anticipated questions, they had readily accepted them as a couple, welcoming him into their family just as they had when he was younger. Now the only thing that was left was for him to make it official.

“There she is,” Steven said, pointing through the crowd. Zach’s heart clenched tightly in his chest as he watched her walk toward them, not believing she was his. He was a lucky bastard.

He hung back as her parents greeted her, both of them hugging her and getting Zach to take pictures with their own phones of their graduate before Steven butted in, wanting his own picture with Emma. Then it was Zach’s turn. His palms sweaty, he handed over his phone, reaching for her and pulling her into an embrace. “I’m so proud of you,” he said against her ear. 

“Thank you,” she said, attempting to pull back. He held her there, taking in a breath. “Marry me.”

She pulled back then, her eyes wide with surprise as he got down on one knee before her, reaching into his pocket for the ring he had purchased months ago. During that visit with her parents, he had asked her father for her hand in marriage. But he’d wanted to wait until she was done with school first, not wanting to distract her during her last few months. Now, there was nothing stopping him. “Zach,” she said, clearly surprised as she looked at the diamond he had picked out. “What are you doing?”

“Something I should have done months ago,” he said, holding up the ring. “You are my everything, Em. My life. My future. I’ve never loved anyone as much as I love you and I hope to never have to live without you. Marry me.”

Tears sprang to her eyes as she nodded and he rose from the ground, sliding the sparkling diamond on her finger before gathering her in his arms. “I can’t … I can’t believe you did that,” she said against his chest as he kissed her forehead. 

He pulled back and framed her face with his hands, his thumbs wiping away the tears that had escaped from her eyes. “I should have done it a long time ago, Em. I love you.”

“I love you,” she said right before he kissed her lips. “So much.” 

“Bloody hell, can we go eat now?”

Laughing, he pulled away from her reluctantly, accepting Steven’s hearty hug of congratulations. “I wouldn’t want anyone else as my brother-in-law,” Steven said as he clapped him on the back. “Welcome to the family.”

“Thanks,” Zach said, meaning it. More hugs from her parents before they all departed for the restaurant, he and Emma walking toward the parking lot where his car was parked. 

“I can’t believe this,” she said, holding up her hand. “This has got to be the best day ever.”

He pulled her against him, a stupid grin on his face. He couldn’t help it. He was so fucking happy too. “I’m just glad you didn’t turn me down flat in front of your family.”

She socked him in the shoulder with her fist, laughing. “Yeah right. Like I would want to get rid of you.”

He laughed and spun her around in his arms, pushing the hair out of her eyes. “I am so proud of you, the future Mrs. Andrews. I can’t tell you enough.” His life wasn’t complete without her in it now. 

She slid her arms around his neck and gave him a tender smile. “I know. I love you, Zach.”

He leaned down for a kiss, thinking that his life had changed dramatically since that day Steven had called him and asked him to watch out for his sister. No one had expected him to do such a good job. 

“Do you think they will notice if we are late to dinner?” Emma asked as he released her lips reluctantly. “I’ve got some more places to cross off the list.”

Zach chuckled and grabbed her hand, pulling her toward the car. Bloody hell, he loved this woman.

***

Emma

Sometime Later

Emma watched as Zach’s breathing eased off, a soft snore coming out of his mouth before she grinned and held up her hand, admiring the diamond that he had placed on it earlier. He had surprised her by proposing, but she couldn’t complain, not at all. From the day that he professed his love to her she knew she was going to marry him someday and now she could plan that wedding and their future together. After all, the first part of their time together had been magical, rarely apart aside from their work and school. Never in her life had she thought she could love the day that she came home to find him waiting for her, with that sexy grin of his waiting to hear about her day. Her heart overflowed with love for Zach.

He muttered something in his sleep and slung his arm over her naked body, Emma’s hand going into his hair so that she could stroke his head. He loved that. It calmed him down, especially when he was studying late at night. She was so proud that he was going back to the university to earn his master’s, so proud that her soon-to-be husband was so driven to do the best that he could do in his career. Not that she wouldn’t take him without a pound to his name. Emma suspected that he was still attempting to show up his father after all of these years and there would come a day when he realized that it didn’t matter what his father thought of him. But until that day came, she would support him in whatever he wanted to do. He had done the same for her.

“I love you,” she whispered, settling against him. Her parents were ecstatic about their engagement and Steven was excited about his mate becoming his brother-in-law, but most of all, Emma was excited about becoming his wife. There was no one else for her. 




***
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