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INTRODUCTION
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CLICK HERE to download my bestselling novel My Stepbrother, My Lover for FREE! You’ll also join my VIP Readers’ Club and be the first to know about new releases, free book offers, sales, exclusive giveaways, early sneak peeks of new releases, cover reveals and more!


BOOK DESCRIPTION

A secret club. A mystery woman. A craving I can’t restrain.

As a billionaire e-commerce entrepreneur, I’m expected to take my clients to Jewel, an elite men’s club offering female gems of salacious delight. A place where any fantasy is fulfilled... for a price.

I never allow myself fantasies, so the last thing I expect to find inside Jewel is a woman I immediately crave. The Butterfly. A woman I want desperately. A woman I can’t stop thinking about. 

But there’s a problem... the beauty who hides behind a mask and sings like a celestial being isn’t for sale.

Not to be thwarted, I pay her for something else instead — to answer five of my questions. She’s intriguing. A mystery. And her answers compel me to know more.

But I’m not the only one interested. Not the only one who wants to know her... the real her. The woman behind the mask. The one the whole world knows. Below the sensual surface of Jewel, lurks a dark and dangerous predator. A man I must save her from.

As it turns out, the Butterfly isn’t the only one who wears a mask. I do too. Who will save her from me?


CHAPTER ONE

Adara

Tick. Tick. Tick.

The clock on the wall wasn’t able to keep up with my racing heart as I checked the time… again. I blew out a breath. It was almost time to go out on stage, and my hands were sweaty, my stomach threatening to expel the carb-free low-cal dinner I’d barely eaten.

Behind me, the door to my dressing room opened, but I ignored it and took a quick look in the mirror to assure myself I looked the part I was about to play.

Dark hair reflected red highlights in an elaborate twist on top of my head, check.

Sparkly purple eyeliner brought out the violet in my dark hazel eyes that could never decide if they were blue or green, check.

Hideous scar, check.

“What are you doing, Adara? You’re on in fifteen minutes and you’re not even dressed.” Brandy’s words were laced with a hint of panic, and I turned to find her surveying my dressing room like she owned the place… which she practically did as the manager of Jewel.

She’d always been like that — bossy as hell — even when we’d shared a room in high school. I met her the first day I was moved into foster care. And while she had a tendency to plow over people, she’d always had my back.

“Ady, I’m wearing your mint-green sweater to the concert,” she’d say, stretching my favorite article of clothing over her boobs, which were two sizes too large for her small frame. And much bigger than my average ones.

It didn’t matter that I’d complain as she put the finishing touches on her perfect makeup application. She’d be out the door before I could convince her to leave my wardrobe alone.

Later, she’d bring my sweater home smelling of smoke and men’s cologne. I’d be pissed, but she was usually too drunk to care, and she’d just pass out on her bed, my sweater beyond hope by morning.

Brandy took what she wanted, but only because she never had anything unless she did. That was why I let her get away with so much. After all, she’d always been there for me when it mattered.

Like when Nate…

I sighed and turned away from the thought, then took a deep breath.

Today, Brandy wore an expensive black suit, the skirt cut too short for decency, the neckline plunging deep into those enormous breasts. Her perfect salon-styled platinum blonde hair swept upward in dramatic waves, highlighting her expertly made-up face.

She was a walking doll, twenty-four years old, just a year older than me. The expression on her face was a strange mix of anxiety and Xanax-level calm.

“Sorry, Bran, I’m just…” Not sure I can go out on that stage.

“Act lively, Ady. You’re at the most exclusive men’s only club in the world and it’s Friday. Money night.”

“Shush, Brandy, don’t call me that. What if someone hears?” I didn’t care if it was the most popular night, the evening most of the men let loose from work and spent more money than other nights. I didn’t care about most things. I didn’t recognize myself anymore or the life I was left with.

“God, okay, okay.” She rolled her eyes and threw up her hands, nearly exposing her panties. “Sorry, Mona. It’s not like this place isn’t full of secrets.”

The men’s club clients were a who’s who of the most powerful men in business, entertainment, and government. Everything that happened within these gilded walls was held in the strictest of confidence. With the Jewels it was different. More cutthroat.

I’d only been here for two months, but already, I wanted to scratch my way out. Too bad I didn’t have anything to go back to now. Brandy had snatched me up out of my darkest days, rescued me from destitution. I’d had a long way to fall from the top, and while I appreciated her for all she’d done, sometimes I felt like gravity had crushed me on the way down.

I met her gaze. “I know what you’re thinking. Why would it matter if my secret got out? After all, I’ve already lost everything.”

Well, not absolutely everything. I’d somehow managed to hold on to a miniscule piece of my pride.

I wasn’t a prostitute, but most of the other women inside Jewel were. Not surprising. Prostitution was one of the oldest professions in the world. Even Jesus chilled with prostitutes. The Jewels, as the working women of the club were called, sometimes made as much as thirty thousand dollars a night. The lowest bid for an evening was ten grand, and the girls received a small percentage of their price, which was still a hunk of money.

On the outside, they looked like they had it made — this was a good brothel, with pampered harlots shagging the rich and famous. The two or three thousand a night they earned was much more than street prostitutes saw from their efforts, but there were expenses to keep the women dressed, fit, and ready for servicing the high-end needs of the clientele. There was a price that wasn’t monetary too.

The women worked hard and put up with strange requests. Some had regular customers, and not all were kinky and deprived, but most of the men had specific desires that were expected to be met without complaint. They didn’t pay top dollar for a hug.

Brandy huffed impatiently. “Can you save the drama for after the show, please? We have a full house tonight. The girls thought you were going mental. Apparently, Janis was in here earlier wanting to borrow something, and you were a human statue. Snap out of it.”

I shook my head, unable to believe how callous Brandy could be at times. She was hotter than hell in her tight, sparkly outfit, but sounded like a drill sergeant. “There’s no drama. I’m trying to adjust. It’s hard to go from where I was to…” I waved my hand around the small room, “this. I’m a Grammy award winner, for goodness sakes.”

Brandy narrowed her eyes, her chin lifting as if I’d insulted her personally. “Well, you can’t be headline news every day, Ad—” She shook her head and gave me a tight smile. “Sorry… Mona. And you can’t stop assholes from being assholes. However, if you could try and do normal for a minute, that would be great for me.”

I knew her frustration wasn’t entirely with me. She was too young to be playing the role of business manager, housemother, and shrink to unbelievably gorgeous but broken women.

Despite my understanding of her role in all of this, I couldn’t relax.

“Sure. No problem. Normal coming up.” My voice rose an octave, the hairs on my neck standing up as sarcasm dripped from my words. “I’ll just put this little getup on, and me and my fucked-up face will hobble out to the stage and pretend my life isn’t completely over.” In spite of knowing my anger was irrationally directed at a woman I loved, the only friend I had left, I still lashed out at her.

“Your life is not over.” Closing her eyes for a beat, she took a deep breath, and when she focused on me again her whole demeanor was different, calmer. “I made sure of it. Now, I want you to take a second to be thankful. You’re not a rock star anymore, Adara slash Mona, you’re just like the rest of us now, but we don’t have it so bad. I wish you’d realize that.”

“I’ll never be like you.” I didn’t mean to say it, but the words were out, hanging between us.

Her chin tipped up another fraction. “Jack Marshall made an offer for you.” Her tone was one she used with the other girls, never me. “It’d be a chance to earn back some of the money Nate’s family stole from you.”

I stared hard into her eyes, our reflections meeting in the mirror. “We discussed this before I came here. I won’t sell myself. Ever.”

She rolled her blue eyes. “You sold yourself every day before. On the cover of CDs, t-shirts…”

She was waging her own war, and I knew it, but I wasn’t a willing ally. All those rich men sitting out there getting rock-hard while fantasizing about their dream night with a woman featured in a glossy catalog. They were nothing to me. Billionaires picking women from a menu like they were filet mignon. To Brandy, though, this was everything, her fucking utopia.

“Doesn’t Jack Marshall have a new wife and a baby, anyway? These men disgust me, and I’ve been in even lower places than this before, so I know disgusting when I see it. I’ve played to packed stadiums. I danced on that damn dancing show everyone loves, for god’s sake. I’m not stooping to fucking Jack Marshall.” I didn’t know why I was antagonizing her, but I felt like a fight. I needed to duke out the demons in my head.

Her eyes narrowed. “Well, that’s what you might have to do now. No one out there knows shit about your Grammy or the stadiums you’ve filled. Here, you’re just a prelude to a good fuck.” Brandy tucked a stray hair into the heavily hair sprayed twist on my head. “Yes, Jack has a new baby, the time men need their paramours the most. Now, dear, take it or leave it. This is your life, and if you don’t get out on that stage on time, dressed and ready for this, I will have no choice but to end your contract.”

Housemother had won over friend, and while I’d goaded her to it, I wondered if she would carry through with her threat.

“I’m the best thing you have going here,” I reminded her, quietly adjusting my black lace butterfly mask over the garish scar that crossed over my eye, running from my left temple and cutting deep into my left cheek.

It’d been two years since the accident and still the scar was impossible to miss. One hundred stitches and a couple cosmetic surgeries had not been enough to erase that ugly mark.

“No, Gina’s pussy is the best thing that has ever happened to this place.” Bran’s matter-of-fact tone was like a new stab to an old, festering wound. Brandy Collins was just as misleading as the mixed drink she was named after. She was sweet with a kick that took you by surprise when you thought it was going to go down smooth.

She’d been my best friend growing up in foster care, and was eventually adopted by her aunt because her mom was too much of a drug addict to get her back legally. She did see her mother at times though, unlike mine.

My mother never came for me. Typical Annie story, only the sun didn’t come out… I was never adopted, never had a family of my own.

Never would now.

The last time I saw my mom was when I was twelve, in court with my social worker. She seemed really happy and looked clean and pretty. Pride for the way she had changed practically burst from my chest that day, and I just knew I would be home with her in no time. The judge gave her a list of things she had to do to reunify with me, and I never saw her again. I’d never even met my dad.

When my mom’s reunification time was up, I was sent to a group home. My foster mom and dad had four other foster kids, Brandy being one of them. The only thing I’d had left of my old life was my voice, and that saved me… and in a way, Brandy saved me too.

“Seriously? Gina’s damn dick ditch?” I decided not to let her get to me, and instead of showing my hurt feelings, I goaded her. “You ever try it?” I knew she messed around with girls from time to time, but Harmon Adler, the owner of Jewel, was her everything. She didn’t play at being disloyal to him and had expressed several times that this was the best she would ever get in life.

“No, but maybe you might want to. It might take that crazy edge off.” She was half kidding, trying in her own way to slide us back to normal again.

“Think I’ll take a rain check.” I slipped my leg into its flesh-colored brace. It wasn’t too bulky but kept me from falling over.

“Don’t knock it, a good muff munch might be all you need to straighten yourself out.” Her tone was serious, but she twinkle in her eye was anything but.

We were good.

I stood with great effort, feeling naked in the pale leotard that hid my body, along with the gauzy, iridescent gown that floated around me. While I wasn’t fully exposed, the contours of my body were well-defined. I had butterfly wings, but I’d put them on just before the show, or I would be knocking precious trinkets from their perches every move I made.

I was ready-ish.

Brandy’s muscles visibly relaxed. “I know this isn’t what you wanted.” Absently, she stroked the gossamer gowns hanging on the rack near her, sympathy in her expression. “But it’s your reality now.”

“Yeah.” I gathered the wings into my arms, trying to swallow the knot that manifested in my throat and conceal the hurt begging to seep out of me.

“None of it was your fault. If his family hadn’t taken everything, you’d be somewhere else, maybe even back in the spotlight where you really belong.” Like the Brandy I knew well, she both encouraged and damned in the same breath.

“I’ll never be back there.” My life was hell, but going back, facing what happened, I could never do that.

At least here, at Jewel, I was safe. I had to remember, no matter how bad it got, I was safe here… with Brandy. Behind the mask.

“You had nothing to do with his death, Adara. Sorry… Mona.” She sighed and pressed her fingers to her temples, as if attempting to cement my stage name into her mind. “His family had no right to blame you. You were both victims. It’s just, you never have been one to fight back, you let people run all over you and now you’re here. I can’t do more for you than give you a place to work and live. The money’s good, right?” Her smile would have been infectious if I had any feelings left other than anger and grief. She’d always had that magnetic smile.

When we were teenagers, she’d say something like, “Adara, let’s go to the liquor store and get beer.” She’d hit me with that smile, and the next thing I knew, I’d be sitting on the ground behind the liquor store sipping from a tall bottle wrapped in a brown bag.

She wore that same smile when we were sitting in the police station, waiting for our foster father to pick us up after we were caught underage drinking at a party.

“Party… was… da… bomb!” she’d cheered in the back seat of our foster father’s SUV, and even he fell under her spell, which propelled us into uncontrollable teenage giggles.

There wasn’t much giggling going on these days, but her smile still did the trick. I smiled back, and even as the now unfamiliar muscles went to work in my face, it was just easier to give in.

“The money’s fine.” I patted my hair like I thought I was a diva, tilting my hip in an outward thrust. “I’m in it for the fame anyway. Who doesn’t want to be a butterfly?”

We both laughed as I turned and checked my mask again in the mirror. I never took it off. I had a drawerful of different ones, in many colors, but for Jewel, I preferred black. Made in Europe, the lace on the mask was exquisitely beautiful, contoured to cover the ugliness underneath. My masks were the few things I possessed that really belonged to me.

Because so very little belonged to me anymore. The smile faded as the memory assaulted me, refusing to leave me for long.

After the funeral, Nate’s family sued for our estate since we weren’t married and hadn’t been together long enough for common law. Somehow, they’d won. They got everything, our house, our money, our Grammy. That gilded gramophone and this scar were all I had left.

I could’ve fought them to retain what I needed to finish the surgeries necessary to minimize the scar, but I didn’t have any fight left in me. Not that there was that much money left. Nate had managed our money, and I’d been too in love at the time to realize I shouldn’t have trusted him so much. The gash on my face was the only thing I possessed now that connected me to the man I thought I’d grow old with.

I faced Brandy. “Okay, I’m ready.” I wasn’t really. Who was ever ready to perform for a bunch of lust-infused billionaires? In the two months I’d been doing it, I’d been sick with nerves every time.

“Well, girl, you look stunning, and you’re only fractionally less famous than Gina’s golden vagina.” In a casual motion, she turned for the door, throwing back over her shoulder as if it were an afterthought, “You should give Jack Marshall’s offer some consideration. All you’d have to do is let him have you for one night.” Her smile bedazzled the words, almost making them seem like the deal Jack was offering would be a good thing for me.

Brandy could convince a person to buy shit in a ziplock baggy if she sold it with that smile, but she would never… ever… sell me that.

The blood in my veins heated up. “There’s one thing that keeps me from jumping from the roof, Brandy. I’ve never sold my body for sex.” How dare she insinuate that I should even remotely consider Jack’s vile proposal.

She lifted a shoulder and tucked a strand of long blonde hair behind her ear. “He’s into straight-up vanilla, all you’d have to do is lay back and enjoy the ride.”

“Fuck you.” I wished I had the energy to throw something at her.

She had the balls to wink at me. “Yes. All he wants is to fuck you, just once. Don’t throw this away so fast. It’s a chance to earn back some of the money Nate’s family stole from you. Consider it, that’s all I ask.” She glanced at her watch and snapped her fingers. “Okay, time’s up, get your ass out there.”

Brandy shuffled behind me as she shooed me out of my dressing room. I really wanted to hate her, but I hated myself more. Brandy was just being Brandy. She’d never changed, never had to.

I took a deep breath, quieted my mind. Just go out there and do what you do best, Adara.

Shit… Mona.


CHAPTER TWO

Roman

One of my exs once suggested that life didn’t fit into my life unless it involved a business meeting.

The downside to owning a business based on the internet was that it never shut down. There was zero off time in the internet trading world. Someone was always awake somewhere, so at any given time an internet entrepreneur who was sleeping or out on a date was missing an opportunity.

Because of my jampacked schedule, I was notoriously late and gunned my Mercedes S65 Cabriolet through the light that was about to turn red.

That day, business involving my international trading company was taking place in the form of eighteen holes of golf with the head of the PGA. My company was working on a deal with the Professional Golfer’s Association to sponsor next year’s tournament, and I’d signed my brother-in-law slash business associate and myself up for a round of golf as a warmer.

While I was always a little on the late side, my brother-in-law, Peter, was worse. Pulling up outside his building, I laid on the horn and thrummed my fingers on the steering wheel. Two honks later, he finally opened the passenger door.

“Pete,” I scoffed as he slid into the polished leather seat. “What part of one o’clock don’t you understand?”

“Stand down, man, it’s one-ish. Close enough in normal people world.” Peter dove for the radio the minute he clicked his seatbelt, and his fingers danced over the radio controls. “I can’t do zombie death marches today.”

“Classical music is relaxing.” I seized his hand, holding him back from slaying Bach for Beyoncé.

He slumped into an overexaggerated pose, his gaze shifting to the roof. “Why do I hang out with you again?”

“I’m your boss,” I reminded him with a note of deep satisfaction.

Three years ago, when my twin sister, Liliana, introduced me to Peter, I was in utter shock. He was the same age as me, thirty-two years old, and he spoke and acted like a perpetual teenager. I couldn’t have approved of him less. However, he was the kind of guy who grew on you. He had a magnetic charm. Liliana was madly in love with him and she, being my twin, was my world. She’d always been a bit juvenile in her behavior, so it was a “match made in heaven” as they say.

Eventually, I saw what Liliana admired about Peter after spending more time than I cared to with him. He was fun.

I didn’t really do fun. I wasn’t a fun guy.

But Pete brought fun to the table, and sometimes I took a little fun away with me. As it also turned out, he was one of the most successful eco-adventure entrepreneurs in the business. I’d amicably bought his company and have made him millions, many times over.

I liked the fierce, no-nonsense reputation I’d built, but I was still a nerd in some instances. Peter raised my coolness quotient by more than I cared to admit.

“So, explain to me again why you aren’t taking the mini excursion to Banff this week? I got the wifi all sorted, you can work on the road.” Peter’s tone told me he was expecting me to be overjoyed.

I rolled my eyes, checked the time, and pulled out into traffic. “What about accessible wifi makes you think I’d consider it? How is staying in a hotel room in the middle of the wilderness even remotely fun by anyone’s definition?” Even though I would love to breathe in the crisp Canadian air, I considered it my job as his brother-in-law to mock his enthusiasm for all things outdoors.

“Dude, it’s everything. Unspoiled nature, fucking elk and bison.” His face lit up with excitement.

I had to interrupt him before he could launch into an exhaustive list of benefits of driving a large vehicle when bringing down large game. “As much as I’d love to go, which I hope you know is just me saying something to be polite, I have to take a Korean client to Jewel. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want to fuck any elk or bison.”

It felt good to make a pretty decent joke out of an uncomfortable confession. My cool meter was rising.

Peter’s mouth dropped open, and he gripped the dash. “You’re ditching me for a sex club?”

“A client. I’m ditching you for a client.” This clarification needed to be made —  I didn’t ever partake of the goods at Jewel.

“Dude…”

“Mr. Dickson.” I resorted to his last name when he really aggravated me. Because, god, he really was a dick. “If you call me ‘dude’ again…” Heat built under my collar, and I shifted in the driver’s seat, never wanting to break my impeccable facade of authority and command. Peter could test every one of my limits.

“Don’t ‘Dickson’ me around.” Pete barked out a laugh. “You’re not just taking a client, are you? You’re going to have a good time with a woman, right?” When I didn’t answer, he did a mock headbutt. “You’re an idiot.”

I flashed him an intense glare.

He completely ignored my I’m getting angry, don’t fuck with me vibe. “A well-advised person would sample the goods. It’s a sex club, come on.” He smiled devilishly with full disregard of my need for decorum.

“Among other things, there’s a nice restaurant. The sushi’s great.” So’s the anonymity. I sped onto the interstate, feeling a jarring sense of discomfort.

“Scantily dressed other things. No one goes there for the food.”

“They have an excellent chef. Besides, I usually stay in the lounge and let my clients accompany each other into the offer room — the theater. Wait.” I held up a hand between us. “I’m not having this discussion with you.” Peter was baiting me, trying to get me to admit to paying for sex. An indescribable fire spread across my chest at the thought.

“The offer room.” Peter clicked his tongue. “You think I’m stupid, but I know what’s up. Does Liliana know you buy sex? You can’t be that hard up. Women are always throwing themselves at you, and pretty shamelessly I might add. You don’t have to pay for love, bro. Just say yes to any of the women who are like… everywhere.”

Was he actually trying to school me in the art of love? This was comedy.

In the beginning of their courtship, to capture the attention of my goodhearted sister, he took her rock climbing and offered her Twinkies at the summit of the mountain. Somehow that spelled love to both of them. They’re always on some half-baked adventure of his making. He’s lucky, and she’s crazy, or there’s no way he could’ve weaseled his way into one of the richest families in Montana.

“For god’s sake, I don’t buy sex. I’ve never contracted with any of the women. I take my clients. I have a membership to the most exclusive gentleman’s club in the world, why not use it to my business benefit?” I pressed my foot to the gas pedal and let the rev of the engine drive away the uncomfortable feelings the conversation had aroused in me.

“So, if I’m hearing you correctly, you have an exclusive, and I’m assuming uber expensive — like tres expensif — membership to a club you just visit. For what, the sushi? That’s like reading Playboy for the articles, it doesn’t happen.” He shook his head in disbelief, as if the very thought of a man being uncomfortable with casual sex was an impossibility.

It was his confidence I hated and admired most about Peter. He was a man who had no fear or trepidation, just went balls in every time.

“I don’t read Playboy.” Turning into the lot adjacent to the golf course, I roared into the first open parking spot and yanked back the parking break, my agitation getting the better of me.

“It’s a waste of money, bro,” Peter deduced with his sage surfer’s wisdom.

“As we are barely on time and the head of the PGA is most likely waiting, I can’t go into depth about this. I have a membership because sex sells.” I lowered my voice as I opened the door. “The brand of sexual exchange Jewel has on offer is enough to close a deal on just about anything.”

“You mean, like for bulk bra and underwear vendors?” His snide affront to my business was more than I could overlook.

“No!” I stepped out of the car to give myself a second to regain control. He was such a child. “The exclusive trade deals with bulk suppliers that allow my website to sell… anything at an incredibly low price, lower than anywhere else in the world. People want deals, crave them. Crave dot com has everything at an incredible bargain. However, even bargains have a price.” I popped open the back and threw his golf bag at him, ready to literally iron out my angst on the course.

He shrugged, clearly unconvinced. “Alright, Mr. Wellington, fuck or don’t fuck who you will, but you need to get that dick out and get it some fresh air once in a while. A slice of pussy pie would totally solve your agromaniac issues.” He hauled his golf bag onto his shoulder with his usual overexuberance, and we headed for the golf course.

“Agromaniac isn’t a word,” I countered, biting my lip to stop myself from saying more.

He had a point. I did need a woman in my life, but the truth was, I made too much money to trust them. As soon as they learned how many zeros were in a billion, they suddenly became ravenous opportunists. I’d had enough heartbreak, learned the hard way how untrustworthy most women were. At the slightest hint that my generosity might be drying up, their interest and “love” waned. I didn’t need that in my life.

Our business over eighteen holes went well. We scored the account for Crave. Despite being cocky, Peter really could charm anyone into anything. I possessed the numbers knowledge and business savvy to tip the scales, and together we landed the account.

I made a quick apology to Peter for being an asshole, and he had the audacity not notice that I wasn’t being as unpleasant as usual. I truly loved and hated the man.

Upon returning to the office, energized and no longer affronted, I checked in with Adam, my assistant, one last time before heading out for the evening. “I’m waiting for Pascal Richardson to call from England tonight, so phone me when he calls, it’s very important.”

Adam searched his files for the account, which was annoying as he should have known all of our potential clients and always have their information readily available.

I gritted my teeth. “He’s the vacation homes guy for Europe, and we’ve got competition for his bid, so we can’t fumble this.” I knew I sounded like an ass, but if I missed the call, I’d have a hard time getting in Richardson’s face again.

“Of course, Mr. Wellington.” Adam stared at his computer screen, having found Richardson’s profile.

I liked precision and efficiency but knew my interactions with people were viewed as cold at times. Adam’s stiff and robotlike response was a great indication that my people skills were not one of my greatest assets.

“I’ll be at Jewel, so be discreet,” I added with a note of warning.

“Absolutely, Mr. Wellington. I’ll call you as soon as I hear from him.”

Again, I was running late, so I grabbed my jacket and rushed out to meet Duk Soo at Jewel. He was one of my biggest clients, and I’d received a text alerting me that he’d just landed and was en route to the club. He loved Jewel and was like a kid in a candy store. It was embarrassing at times. As a matter of fact, it was the first time I would make it for the opening act, thanks to his exuberance.

When I arrived just behind the driver I’d hired to pick up my client, it was pouring rain. Still, Mr. Soo greeted me with an excited bow, obviously looking forward to the evening ahead. The valet produced two umbrellas with the Jewel logo and shepherded us inside.

We were met by a woman wearing a gown sheer enough to glimpse her nipples underneath. She led us to the greeting room, handing us warm, wet towels for our faces that smelled of sandalwood.

Soft, soothing music funneled in that was laced with heavy bass. Despite my determination to remain unaffected by the atmosphere, my heart thumped faster. Jewel had truly mastered all elements of seduction.

After toweling off the rain, we were directed to a table in the lounge. A cocktail waitress dressed in a black silk kimono that barely covered the peak of her ass cheeks came to our table to take our drink order.

“Mr. Soo.” She bowed her head graciously. “It’s always a pleasure to see you.” She gently stroked his shoulder and let her fingers linger softly on his arm.

“Do you have the new menu?” Duk asked, his eyes as wide as a child’s as he twirled the edge of the black silk napkin between his newly manicured fingers. He wasn’t referring to the “catch of the day” but rather was inquiring about The Book of Delights and whether there were any new Jewels inside.

Each Jewel employee was well schooled in the evening’s client list, and most knew him well enough. He was a frequent visitor.

The waitress bent low enough to give him a good look down her top. “We’ve acquired some new delights since your last visit, and your favorites are ready and waiting to show you more.” Her voice, low and sultry, was like honey.

Trained to arouse every sensation, she bowed her head again and slowly turned from him, displaying her barely covered backside at his eye level. He let his hand brush across it as she sauntered toward the hostess stand.

She lingered for only a moment as the hostess produced a large glossy volume from behind the lacquered mahogany desk. Her every move was perfectly calculated. Taking her time, she moved back to us with gracious movements orchestrated to arouse his need and build the level of suspense. When she finally handed the heavily bound catalog over to him, even I was anxious to see it.

At that moment, my phone rang, the screen lighting up with Adam’s name. Probably my call from Pascal being forwarded. I looked over to Duk, who was engrossed in the glossy pages of the book.

“Excuse me.” Duk gave me a half nod without looking up, and I stepped away to take the call.


CHAPTER THREE

Adara

There was an ominous crack of thunder as I exited my dressing room. I hated storms. Goose bumps rose up on my arms and legs as the energy in the air from the storm pressed down on me. I took an umbrella from an assistant waiting by the front door to my building with shaking hands.

“Watch out for the walkways, they’re really slick,” she said with a note of real concern in her voice.

I nodded, unable to say anything because flashes of another night and another storm were filling my head. My hand clutched the umbrella as if it could help me cling to my sanity.

Outside, I walked as quickly as I could in the rain, but I still had plenty of time to get to the theater. Brandy usually wanted us in the main building ten minutes before curtain. It wasn’t a far walk, two minutes maybe, even at my slow pace.

The Jewel compound had an odd but remarkably efficient lay out. Everything was designed for illusion and discretion. The dressing rooms weren’t connected to the theater as they were in most traditional venues but had their own building nearby. This way, the girls could enter in full costume and never be caught in their everyday clothes. The owner was very particular that the illusion of Jewel appeared as real as possible. All of it was designed for the gentleman’s pleasure.

As soon as a man entered the property, the “show” began and didn’t truly end until he drove out of the gates. The structure of each night’s performance was the same with some variations nightly.

Each night, different women were presented in The Book of Delights. Food was handcrafted by chefs and tailored to each man’s personal preferences. Rooms were staged for whatever specialty they housed. By day, a staff of people cleaned and set up props in preparation for the night. Designers tailored the rooms for their nightly specialties by changing out linens, providing toys, contraception, lotions, candles, and lighting.

After the opening numbers — of which mine was the first — there were usually acrobats, singers, dancers, and illusionists, then the Procession of Delights. A catwalk-style parade of the women on offer that evening. A man would place an offer with a hostess and raise it until the hostess awarded him his choice. It wasn’t the same as an auction. The women for sale had the ultimate decision and since it was reservation only, the club prepared their “menu” to each man’s preferences. Hostesses could maneuver attention to available women, avoiding a bidding war.

When the women were selected for the evening, the Jewels would greet their clients in the audience and take them backstage. The rooms behind the stage were specialized for the variety of amusements the men sought. There, they began their evening.

If a Jewel’s client wanted more than what was on offer, they were taken to the bungalows on campus and the night would continue in one of the luxury suites.

The walk to the stage usually didn’t bother me. I liked being outside. Since everything within Jewel was designed for ocular pleasure, being outside felt like freedom. At times, the heavy brocades and thick, musky aroma that clung to them was too heady a mix. Fresh air reminded me that I wasn’t one of them, and never would be. I could gaze out from Jewel’s perch in the middle of the Bitterroot Mountain range and let the view of the jagged mountains in the distance soothe my anguished soul.

Tonight though, I cursed the rain.

I wore a long black velvet hooded robe that concealed my costume and kept me shrouded in mystery. All of the entertainers and Jewels wore the same capes to conceal themselves when they weren’t in the theater. Just as I neared the stage door, a lightning bolt cracked across the sky.

I screamed, and my hand flew to my chest, terror gripping me so intensely that I lost my footing. Tripping over my cane, I fell forward with my hands out, bracing for the immense pain a fall would cause me.

Rather than splaying out on the rock-hard concrete, I was caught by something warm and solid. Fingers on my arms. The smell of sandalwood and man. Warm breath on my face. My mind swirled with each sensation.

Another crack of thunder, and I was transported to a stage far from here…

An outdoor stage.

Dark, menacing clouds churned overhead.

Nate and I knew the storm was getting worse, but the festival hadn’t been evacuated. While I’d wanted to cancel, Nate insisted we go on with our show. Diehard festival goers would stand through anything, and we didn’t want to disappoint our fans.

Just after our first song, a police officer standing in the wings waved his hands madly, giving us the “stop” sign.

Nate and I looked at one another. We didn’t need words sometimes, we were so connected that we could read each other’s body language, and we’d been rained out before.

Nate grabbed the mic. “Heya, Montana!” The crowd cheered. “There’s quite a storm brewin’ out there, so we’ve been asked to have everyone evacuate the venue. Please take your time and don’t crowd. We promise we’ll give y’all the concert of a lifetime to make up for this mess, but right now everyone needs to get to safety. Adara and I are gonna stay up here and keep singing, but we want y’all to git!”

The crowd, however, didn’t agree and booed loudly, then started to chant our names.

Nate looked longingly at the microphone, but finally set it in the stand, just as a blinding strike a lightning hit the stage. Before I had time to scream, sparks flew everywhere, and the air filled with the acrid smell of burnt wood and steel as the boom of thunder filled the entire universe around me.

It all happened so fast.

The gale-force wind, the sheets of rain, the loud sound of splitting steel.

Then everything went black.

“I’ve got you. You’re okay now.” A man’s soothing voice came to me as if he’d spoken from miles away. “I’ll take care of you.” He was closer now. Closer. So close I could feel his hand on mine.

My eyes tried to adjust to the darkness. I couldn’t catch my breath, couldn’t see in the dark. My hand touched the flat coolness of a wall. I could smell musk and lavender. I was in the theater, in one of the halls.

“You took quite a fall out there. We were getting all wet so… are you okay?” My eyes searched to find the man who possessed the deep, soothing voice.

I was still disoriented, my chest feeling like it had been split in two and my heart wrenched out. “Yeah, I-I’m…” I wasn’t sure how to finish.

“Can I get you some water or something?” the dark-haired man asked as he moved closer and a door down the hall opened, casting a pale light on his face. A face with a strong jaw and coppery brown eyes that were inspecting every inch of me with concern.

It was the most gorgeous face I’d ever seen, and it yanked me back from the nightmare storm two years ago and into reality. Back to Jewel. Back to my current life.

“Oh god, I’m sorry.” I gazed at him for a moment, horrified speechless. He had to be a client, and I didn’t know what I’d uttered in the time he’d brought me inside. Had he carried me? My stomach plummeted. “I must’ve tripped.”

He handed me my cane. “I think you dropped this.”

“Thank you.” I took the cane, letting my gaze linger on him, as I couldn’t pry my eyes away from his. As I grew accustomed to the dim light, I could see that his eyes were the deep mahogany color of the earth just before the sun rose and lit it with its rays. I thought he must have felt the same incredible magnetism because he took my hand and held it between his.

“You’re welcome,” he said, his voice drawing me in further.

No. No-no-no. Walk away. He’s a john.

“Thank you for catching my fall. I’ve got to go.” Quickly, before I could change my mind, I turned away from him and walked down the hallway toward the stage, trying with extreme effort not to hobble or lean too heavily on my cane.

“Wait!” His hand grabbed my arm through the cape. His grip was strong, and by his tone I could tell he was used to getting what he wanted. “Where are you going?” He seemed frantic, but quickly composed himself. “Can I see you again? Are you in that book?”

I shook my head, pulled free and continued walking as quickly as my disability would allow toward backstage. When I got there, I threw off my wet cape, feeling sore but grateful the gorgeous stranger had caught me. I closed my eyes and focused on taking one breath in and letting it out.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

“Where’ve you been? You’ve three minutes till curtain!” Brandy whisper-screamed as she catapulted toward me.

She looked ridiculous and the utter absurdity of my impending act, blended with the storm and the man, hit me like a brick, and a bark of sob slash laughter leaped out of my throat.

“You want to tell me what’s so funny?” Her lips curled into a scowl.

I looked at her, longing for her true friendship, one where I could confide in her and not have it turned around on me. I needed her to be my family, not my pimp.

The odd tickling feeling I often got before entering the stage danced across my back and settled in my stomach. It wasn’t stage fright. I’d conquered that years ago. It was the fear of facing them. The men. This was a crowd of men who’d only see me as one thing, a prelude to sex. I was to arouse them, get them all hot and bothered so they would pick a Jewel tonight.

My job was to get them hard. Sweaty and ready to spend their money. The room was already electrified with anticipation.

“I don’t want to do this. I can’t do this again,” I confessed, not wanting to face my reality. The men out there were waiting for me, and I needed to be so beguiling that I inspired them to cheat on their wives and girlfriends in order to have a night with a dream.

He was out there… waiting, just like the rest. He probably had a beautiful wife and children at home.

“Yes, you can, and you will. You have to.” Brandy’s eyes were earnest. She must have seen my panic, and she’d known how to talk me down since I was an adolescent. “It’s just music. You love to sing, you always have. It’s what you do, who you are. We won’t let anyone hurt you, I promise.”

She was right, I could do this. It was only music.

I slipped my arms into the long gossamer wings that swept the floor as stagehands fitted the thick harness straps around my waist. Lights flared onstage and glimmering specks sparkled about the theater.

“Welcome to Jewel,” the announcer crooned. The noise of the men in the theater went silent. The stage stood empty except for the glaring spotlight trained on the announcer. “Tonight, take a journey unlike any you’ve ever traveled, to a land far far away. A land of delights.”

I was hoisted into the air, and my false wings spread wide.


CHAPTER FOUR

Roman

In the opulent men’s restroom, surrounded by marble and gold-flecked granite, I splashed cold water on my face and dried it with a hand towel that probably cost more than my shoes.

After catching that gorgeous creature in my arms, I carried her inside out of the rain. In the dim hallway behind the stage, the air was highly charged with sensuality. That must have been why I completely lost anything resembling sensibility and decorum.

I shuddered thinking about how I actually asked the masked goddess if she was in the book. How stupid of me, of course she was. Why else would she be here?

I stuck my head under the running water to cool my overheated libido, to freeze out whatever spell that beauty had put me under, practically having me pulling out my Amex Black. This place was legendary because it fucked with you. Everyone here played a game that even the most decent of men would find hard to resist.

After frequent trips here to stimulate clients, I knew that any woman at Jewel could be bought. If they weren’t already on the menu, they would be. All of the hostesses and wait staff were Jewels in training. If the women on offer for the night sold out, discreet offers for your hostess could begin. The girl in the black cape and mask was probably one of their gimmicks. Maybe guys liked to fuck women in masks; that slight limp probably was a thing as well.

By now, my client had more than likely been escorted into the theater, which would become the offer room once the entertainment came to a close. It was unusual for one of my clients to come solo with me to Jewel, and I didn’t want Duk to have to sit alone. I never went in the theater, but this time it would only be in the interest of business for me to join him.

When I returned to Duk, he seemed too delighted to even notice I was gone.

“Did I miss anything?” I whispered as I slipped into the seat beside him.

“Just that!” He motioned to the ceiling. “One of the gentlemen said she is their most amazing act.”

The woman from the hallway was perched overhead, her arms outstretched as a beam of light illuminated her high above us. It was then I noticed the tinkle of music and its haunting melody. That wasn’t… that couldn’t be. Was it her voice? It had to be a recording.

I watched in amazement as she flew over us like a fairy, with her wings outspread, singing in a low, intriguing voice. Her body glimmered under the lights and I caught glimpses of her shape. Wrapped in a nude bodysuit beneath the flowing gauze that floated around her, she appeared nearly bare-skinned. Her body was hourglass shaped, her waist accentuating rounded hips and the curves of her breasts. My eyes flicked to the stage, where acrobats were contorting themselves into a Cirque du Soleil version of the Kama Sutra, but my attention was immediately drawn back to her. She was unreal, like something out of a fairy tale.

“Her voice is beautiful,” I said to myself as I allowed myself to indulge in the moment and was startled when Duk spoke beside me.

“She’s so special.” His eyes were glazed, carnal desire shining in their dark depths. I felt a pang of jealousy before I told myself how ridiculous that was.

As she gradually floated down from the ceiling, the sexual contortionists faded into the shadows behind her, and she stood alone under a green-blue spotlight. In that light, her face under the mask was serene and mysterious.

I didn’t exactly know what it was about her that seized me so completely — whether it was her beauty or the veil of melancholy that surrounded her — but the sound of her husky voice and the hints of her physical form glinting under the light electrified me. The mystery of her had me wanting to possess her more than anything I’d ever desired. To remove her mask, see what beauty lay beneath.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away as she took command of the room. Her voice riveted every one of us as she sang in a foreign language.

I was transfixed.

Glancing over, Duk too had an adoring glow as he beheld her. He smacked my arm with the back of his hand and motioned to the small tray on the back of the seat in front of me. “I got you bourbon. For watching the boobies.” He laughed. Duk thought everything was funny.

I wrapped my hand around the glass, brought it to my lips and emptied it in one long swallow. Most likely, Duk would select her tonight. I couldn’t imagine any other woman being more enticing. I signaled the waitress roaming our section of the theater for another glass to numb my envy of men who could allow themselves such indulgences.

Then the music changed, and the butterfly sang a lighter, sexier number. Half-naked dancers replaced the contortionists, undulating and grinding on each other behind her. The entertainment bordered on distasteful, especially with such a beautiful singer. The staged fuckery was somehow well done, whether because the dancers took more of a modern dance approach that raised the bar a little, or because I’d already downed two bourbons and was on my third, I didn’t know.

The end came too fast. I needed more.

Ignoring the voice in my head that chastised me for allowing the orchestrated magic of the place to get to me, I nonchalantly picked up the catalog and searched for the mystery woman’s page. The next performer took to the stage as I flipped through page after page of beautiful women, scanning to find her with no luck. Perhaps I was looking for a woman without a mask on.

I leaned toward Duk as I pretended to carelessly graze the pages. “Did you read about that last one, the one in the mask?”

“She’s only for the show,” he remarked with a note of disappointment as new waitresses began to serve an elaborate dinner that led to an entrée of wild caught salmon.

I ate a little, so I wouldn’t be sloshed, but couldn’t seem to turn my attention from the damn book. Each woman pictured in the book was gorgeous. I couldn’t help but think they could have been models or actresses. Why choose the Jewel?

I huffed. Money. Money was the ultimate draw, as always.

The book advertised that one woman was good at fellatio, another had remarkable hands, some were into whips and chains, others dominated or could be the recipient. As I scanned the pages covered with women I’d never seen before, a sense of loss crept in, until I reached the last entry in the book. My heart lifted a little at her beautiful masked face in glossy print.

The Butterfly, it read.

My eyes zeroed in on her description, and part of me cringed to know that I was about to see what was listed as her sexual specialties. Yet, I was curious. Part of what drew me to her so fiercely was that she didn’t seem human. She was more like a goddess, something I already knew was fake and wouldn’t take me by surprise.

When I spoke to her outside of the theater, I wasn’t sure if her cane was a part of her performance or something she really needed, but either way, her delicacy was intoxicating. She was powerful enough to walk away from me without much conversation, so I knew she had great command over her will, but she was also unabashedly imperfect.

I read over the blurb twice and saw no mention of sexual expertise, and further, no starting offer. Was it possible Duk was right, this incredible goddess-woman was not for sale? That as the book advertised, she was a prelude to intense sexual satisfaction?

I signaled for service while the next act, two female contortionists dressed in what I could only call strings, finished their performance. Everyone had a price.

The hostess who answered my summons wore the highest fashion, probably just recently created by some hot, young designer. She was as stunning as the rest of the women at Jewel but gave the place a touch of class, presenting herself more in the line of service and business than sexual allure. With the hostesses, security guards, and management being so impeccably dressed, I could almost delude myself into thinking I wasn’t in a brothel.

“May I assist you, Mr. Wellington?” she asked, sounding eager to meet my every need.

I pointed casually to the The Butterfly’s picture. “I don’t see her starting price listed.”

“This is because she is purely to delight your senses as a prelude to tonight’s other entertainments. She is not on offer.” The hostess was kind, her voice smooth and delightful, the sort that made you feel like everything was right in the world.

At her words, a desperation gripped me. I pretended to peruse the menu again to catch my breath. How could I covet this woman to the point that my insides constricted knowing she was out of reach? It was laughable. I felt like a love-starved teenager.

And probably for no reason.

Beneath the mask, I was sure she was like any other woman. A gold digger looking for a rich husband, or even a sugar daddy to keep her in the comfort she felt she deserved.

But she didn’t strike me as like any of the others. Something told me she wasn’t fake.

Fuck it. I wanted her, real or not.

“I’m not interested in her for entertainment, I just want to talk to her for an hour or so.” My eyes locked with the woman’s, giving her my best comply-with-my-instruction look. My palms dampened with sweat as my heart ticked faster in my chest. I studied the hostess’ face, intently willing her to give a positive reaction.

Duk made a disgusted face. “Just talk? That’s stupid.” He playfully knocked my shoulder with the open palm of his hand. “Just offer a lot of money, you can have anything you want.”

I ignored him. Kept my gaze on the hostess, never breaking eye contact with her.

“Let me see what I can arrange for you, Mr. Wellington,” the hostess graciously offered. “Would you like to define your terms? You may use your cell phone if you’d like. Just text to JEWEL. We have a text service for women not included in this evening’s program.”

I marveled at how civilized she made selling sex sound as I pulled my cell out of my pocket. “Thank you, I’ll send the text now.”

She bowed to me. “I’ll return with the manager’s answer. It may take a moment as she’ll be securing the offerings in the catalog first.” She flashed a wide, deliberate smile, fabricated to create a sense of ease and courtesy. Everyone in this establishment was well trained.

Duk leaned into me while I was sending the text. “Can I have her after?”

My blood boiled as I typed, For the Butterfly, just want to talk for an hour, clothed. $50,000. Hitting send, I felt a rush of excitement, fear, and possessiveness as the swooshing sound let me know the message sent.

“Show me who is of interest to you tonight, Mr. Soo.” I opened the book in front of him, making my best effort to shift his attention away from the Butterfly. “The Parade of Delights is about to begin.”

“Oh, I like the redhead one. She likes motorcycles. And then there’s this Brazilian girl.” Duk poked the page with his finger as he went over the attributions of each woman who had captured his interest, as if he was reading an investment portfolio. “Look at the tits on her.”

I shook my head and smiled.

“What about this one?” He pointed to a blonde woman in a bikini. “You think her nose is too big?” He scrutinized the picture with an earnest concern.

“Well, you know what they say about big noses.”

“No, what do they say?” Duk eagerly awaited my explanation of the nose’s mythic properties.

“Nothing, it’s a dumb joke. Pick the one that makes your pecker hard, Soo. That’s what I’d do.” I signaled the waitress to refill Duk’s glass of soju, a colorless traditional Korean drink made from rice that packed a punch.

He laughed. “That’s the problem, Roman, it’s up for everyone. How am I gonna choose?”

I snorted as the emcee for the evening entered the stage. When he walked up to the microphone dressed in an elegant tuxedo, I realized there were very few male workers at Jewel. I knew they had a section of the business that catered to men who wanted men or both men and women for pleasure, but it must have been another, more discreet operation, because tonight was all about the women.

“Gentlemen, I am honored to introduce you to some of the most talented, educated, and delightful women God has had the grace to create. Each is a rare Jewel who will tantalize and delight every sense. I promise, when you depart tonight, you’ll leave with memories that will rival any other… at least until you come back.” Music began in the background that slowly built in tension as the emcee stepped up his dramatic introduction. “Enjoy the delights before you and choose well. Every Jewel is precious, you will be delighted at any choice. It is with great pleasure that I present to you, the Jewels of the evening in a Parade of Delights.”

Stage lights flared to life as the music roared into a crescendo. The energy in the room escalated as the first woman walked across the long catwalk. She was wearing ribboned organza that flowed in strips, revealing hints of her naked skin beneath. Arms were raising around the room and hostesses took men’s offers with an elegance and discretion that was impressive. The entire process was refined and civilized, but each time a hostess returned to the table with a sweet expression of regret, I knew the money was multiplying. Millions were being played.

Duk raised his hand for the second girl, the one with the big nose, as he winked at me.

I leaned closer to him. “Good choice.”

Our hostess came to our table and bowed her head to him. “Thank you, Mr. Soo.” She took his offer card, and then bowed to me as well. “I’ve yet to hear anything about your interest, Mr. Wellington. Would you like to place an order, in case I’m not able to secure your request?”

I wanted to shout at her that no one ever turned me down, but refrained. God, I must’ve been in need of a good screw if I was lusting after a butterfly entertainer like this. “No, thank you.”

“Very well.” She bowed a last time and carried Duk’s offer card to the manager.

I watched her hand it over, scanning the manager’s face — a young but sharp and sexy platinum blonde — for any reaction. I couldn’t leave here tonight without knowing more about the mysterious butterfly.


CHAPTER FIVE

Adara

The stage hands unhooked me from the flying apparatus as I struggled to make my legs hold me up. I was lightheaded, my blood pounding through my veins. I felt like I could fly to the top of the roof without ropes to lift me.

Though I dreaded this particular stage and show, my reaction was always this way after performing. It had been since I started performing in dinky bars when I wasn’t even old enough to drink.

Performing transformed me, and for the time I was on stage, I was in another, better place. I could pretend that I was still the star who sold out shows and was known around the world.

Reality quickly crashed in the minute my feet touched the stage, the pain knifing up my leg to remind me I wasn’t whole. And the world had forgotten about me.

“Amazing show tonight,” Janis whispered, who at twenty-one and no more than ninety-five pounds, looked like a tiny doll as she stood in line waiting her turn to be presented on stage.

I gave her my warmest smile. “Thanks.”

Of all the women at Jewel, Janis was my favorite. She exuded innocence and kindness.

The other women, while very beautiful, were deep into the business. Jewel was their entire life and in most cases, the people here were their only family. No one ever mentioned their distaste for the work. To them, it was their only world. We never spoke of wanting other lives or jobs. No one even considered the thought. If someone got too old to get offers, found a boyfriend who disapproved or threatened a lawsuit against the company or became pregnant, they just disappeared.

Janis was different.

“Good luck,” I said, instantly regretting it. “Sorry, I wasn’t supposed to say that. I keep forgetting.”

Janis giggled. “It’s fine to say whatever you want to me, but ‘have a good night’ is more standard for everyone else.”

She was right. At Jewel, “have a good night” translated to hope-you-end-up-with-someone-nice-and-make-a-lot-of-money.” She glanced to the stage and wrung her hands together. She was the next to go out on the runway.

“Have a good night then.”

She winked at me, took a deep breath, and walked out on stage, her hips swaying a slow, erotic beat.

I quickly turned away. I didn’t want to see her go out there, nor did I want to see the looks on the men’s faces. It was too much for me to bear.

Grateful the night was over, I was on my way to the rear exit when Brandy sprinted toward me, her heels clacking on the marble floor. When she caught up, she grabbed my upper arm and leaned on me a bit, her breath coming in fast little puffs.

I frowned and wished I was able to run too. I just wanted to get back to my room where the surroundings were semi normal, everything wasn’t neat and orchestrated, and the opulence didn’t cling like a silently oppressive spirit. But this was Brandy, and she’d talked me down from my panic, so I held back my first instinct to snap.

The expression she wore was the one she usually did when in the main building, practically a plastic façade, without true expression. “Hey, A… Mona. Wasn’t as bad as you thought, right? You were so wonderful, as usual.”

Brandy’s bubbly, “you were so wonderful” approach always meant that she had something else up her sleeve, but at least she’d remembered to call me Mona. Nights at Jewel were very stressful affairs. Anything could and often did go wrong, so checking in on my wellbeing would be very low on her priority list.

“What is it?” I was annoyed that I needed to be on guard with the only friend I had left. All I wanted to do was go back to my apartment, have a glass of chardonnay and watch mindless television.

Brandy’s eyes lit, and she flipped her hair over her shoulder. “You’re seriously the best thing that’s happened to Jewel in a long time.”

“Ha ha. We’ve already been over this, I’m no match for Gina’s golden vagina, remember?” I resumed walking, but I couldn’t walk faster than Brandy. The crippled leg and damn cane kept me moving at a lumbering pace. I pushed my body against the door as I opened it, desperate to be away from all the fakeness surrounding me. It was only drizzling, the storm having moved on, and I breathed deep, taking in the cold mountain air.

“Well, apparently you are.” Brandy beamed as I stepped out, holding on to the door for her. “A match, I mean.”

I stopped dead in my tracks. “What do you mean?”

“We have an offer I don’t think you’ll want to refuse.” She laid a steadying hand on my shoulder.

It took every ounce of restraint in my body not to yank away from her hand and let the door slap her in the face. “Whoever it is can go fuck himself with his offer. I’m not a wh—” I caught the word in my throat. I wasn’t a whore, but these other women were, and I had no right to insult them. God knew, I’d behaved whorishly in my glory days.

“Before you whip out your nunchucks, hear me out.” Her hand on my shoulder now gave a gentle squeeze, as if to hold me in place.

“You have one minute. I’m off the clock.” I gritted my teeth and didn’t dare look her in the eye.

“Why don’t we discuss this in your dressing room?” she suggested as she ushered me the short distance to the dressing house.

I could barely breathe by the time we reached my dressing room. I began stripping off the gauzy outfit as soon as we got inside. Brandy, however, had been moving slow and methodically. She wasn’t in a hurry. My internal alarms were blaring.

“These are all so showy.” As she spoke, she rifled through my costumes, her voice deliberately lofty. She looked at each piece hanging on the dressing rack with a discerning scrutiny.

“They’re designed for me. I fly around the room with massive wings in gold lamé, so showy works. What’s going on?”

She slowly faced me, and my stomach twisted with nausea. “What would you say if we got an offer for a clothed conversation, nothing more.” Her eyes met mine with an expression of confidence and satisfaction. “Do you think you can do that for me? You probably wouldn’t have been able to hold off offers forever, and this way, you’ll be making management happy.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “You know I have a contract, Brandy. I don’t have to accept offers.”

She was right though. I probably couldn’t wiggle my way out of an offer that didn’t include any sex or nudity at all. And if I did, everyone would probably hate me.

When Brandy offered me the job at Jewel, I was down to my last few bucks and had no idea what to do. After spending nearly two years in a dark and debilitating depression, I needed to crawl my way out of the hole any way I could. I needed this gig. The pay was decent, and it came with a place to live as well as a contract that stated sex, sexual play, nudity, and anything at all outside of six rehearsed and scheduled performances a week would be at my discretion.

I just stared at Brandy, not wanting to commit to something that might lead where I didn’t want to go. If I accepted this offer, from whatever lonely bastard wanted to sit for an hour and talk to me, what kind of slippery slope would I be careening down?

“He’s offered fifty thousand dollars for an innocent conversation, Adara. That’s unheard of. Your take would be seventy-five hundred, paid out tonight. That’s a lot better than pay for a week’s worth of performances. I mean, this is a no brainer.” Brandy plopped herself down on the small velvet chair angled in the corner of the tiny room. “Only problem I see is getting you something decent to wear. It’s got to be up to Jewel’s standards.”

My eyes fell to her cleavage. “You mean it’s gotta show my tits.” Jewels never wore much, even if their clothes were classy.

Brandy looked at me with an expression that conveyed both hurt and annoyance. “Don’t worry, I’ll find you something. All you have to do is say yes.”

Her head bobbed as she looked me up and down appraisingly, like she was a diva checking out another. This was a strange sisterhood, where we weighed the value of our bodies against the needs of our survival.

I looked at the woman I’d spent most of my childhood with and realized what a snake she’d become. She was a great businesswoman, no doubt, but she was an even greater pimp.

“I live by my own rules, Brandy. I won’t be coerced.” I bit my lip so I wouldn’t say more.

When I was on the road, selling out stadiums, hitting the charts with number one singles and living the life of an overnight pop sensation, I was known to have an attitude. I could afford one. I was always loyal to my friends. Never threw them under the bus. Including Brandy. I hooked the girl up with whatever she wanted. Sadly, she was always too in the moment to care about the future. Now, the future was staring us in the face, looking ugly and scary.

She lifted a brow. “So, what would it take?”

“Just talk, no touching. I’ll only allow ten questions, five of mine and five of his.” I sat and peeled the body suit down my torso. “And I wear my own clothes. I’m not a whore, and I won’t dress like one.”

Tension spiked in her as her back flattened and her eyes narrowed. “We don’t call our sisters whores, Adara. You know that.”

“Mona,” I snapped.

“Yes, ma’am, Ms. Mona Arc.” Her voice was as hard as the line of her lips pressed together as she struggled to keep her composure. “And your offer is ridiculous. Why not let the poor man talk to you and see your fucking tits, instead of playing Twenty Questions cut in half? Would that be so hard?”

I growled under my breath. “I’m not showing anyone my tits. And I damn well don’t have to take any offer if I don’t want to. So, I’ll allow ten questions and nothing more. A Jewel would give him a better ending, but I won’t be a Jewel. Final offer.”

“Fine,” she conceded on an exhale, her voice trembling almost imperceptibly. “I just have one more thing.”

I sighed. Good, she was nervous. Now we were having fun. “I love you more than anyone in the world, but like any sister, you get on my nerves more than you don’t. What is it?”

“I’ve one last proposal to share with you, and before you jump down my throat or threaten my life, I want you to hear me out.” Her head lilted forward, and she held up her hand. I immediately knew she’d drawn a truce.

Whatever was coming next wasn’t her doing, maybe none of it was. She didn’t have any more choices than I did. I always forgot that.

“I’m listening.” I rolled my head on my shoulders, stretching out the tight muscles.

“Jack Marshall has made another offer for you tonight.” She paused, and since I didn’t raise an objection right away, continued, talking faster the more she got out. “I know what your answer is going to be and how you feel about his offer.”

“I—”

She held up a hand. “Before you refuse again, I want you to listen. When Harmon and I started dating, he wanted to… I don’t know, see if I could survive in this environment, test me out. Since Jack is part owner of the club, and he and Harmon are good friends, they thought, you know, it’d be a good next step in our relationship.”

“Bran—”

She kept going. “Jack met me with a bottle of Cristal, wearing a bathrobe in one of our pleasure rooms. That was the first time. I’ve had sex with him on several occasions. He’s not into crazy kinky stuff, no ass play, no toes, just kiss a little, get him going, and let him do his thing.”

“I’m—”

Tears welled in her eyes. “He gets off in about nine minutes. His dick’s so small you won’t even know it’s there. Do you know how much he paid for me?”

Brandy never cried. Ever. And although they hadn’t fallen yet, the gleam of them softened me. “Brandy, I’m really sorry Harmon did that to you, but you know I’ve never liked him.”

Maybe this was her cry for help. Maybe that’s what this was about.

The tears in her reddening eyes threatened to spill over, but she held them back. “I didn’t ask if you liked Harmon, I want you to know how much Jack Marshall paid for me to have sex with him.”

“I-I don’t know.”

“He gave me a pair of red Jimmy Choos his wife couldn’t wear because she was pregnant, and her feet were too swollen. Do you know how much he’s offered for you this time?” She sniffed hard and made her face carefully blank again, but I knew she was hanging on a thin wire of shame, disappointment, and regret.

“I don’t care. I—”

“One million dollars, and Harmon wants to sweeten the deal with an increase in the fifteen percent payout to thirty if delivered tonight. That’s three hundred thousand tax-free dollars you can put in your bank account tonight after fucking a man for twenty minutes. Even Gina’s pussy has never come close to this. Million-dollar girls don’t come around that often, Adara. This is like the Grammy Awards—”

I lifted a finger. “It’s Mona. And don’t go there. Don’t you dare.” I inhaled deeply, forcing myself to relax. “Listen, Brandy, I’m sorry the man you love pimped you out for a fucking bottle of champagne and a pair of shoes. That tells you something.” I was keeping my tone measured and precise, my eyes never leaving hers. “Here’s my answer to your offers. You can tell Mr. Marshall that he can take his tiny dick and shove it into his wife, where it belongs. As far as the other gentleman goes, I will meet with him, but this is a one-time thing.”

I was done with the conversation, and Brandy knew it.

Brandy stared at me. Was it jealousy I saw hiding behind her world-weary eyes? “You won’t be young and talented forever. Think about the future.”

I wasn’t sure what she had to be jealous of. I stood, my shock probably evident on my face. “I think about my future every day.”

The muscle popped her jaw. “Oh, come on, Mona. If I don’t slap you back to reality, who will?”

Reality. Like I needed a reminder.

I pulled on a pair of black wool pants to hide my brace and a silk blouse that nicely accented my curves but didn’t give away the farm — mostly so I wouldn’t resemble any of the Jewels. So I’d look different. “I’m ready.”

“Don’t be mad,” Brandy said softly, her hand moving to my shoulder. “You have to forget about your past, not just run away from it. You got lucky. The poor foster kid who became a famous rock star. It all died with Nate, sweetie, and now the world’s moved on.”

“Bran—”

Her hand began to stroke my upper arm, a comforting gesture to soften the words. “One fuck for a mil won’t change anything, but it sure will give you some financial freedom. You don’t want to be chained to Jewel until you’re so old you have to sell yourself to the fetish crowd, do you? It’s only one night.”

Even though she spoke with care and concern shining in her eyes, Brandy’s diatribe had my spine stiffening, turning me as cold as an icicle. Who was this blonde bombshell standing in front of me? I must have been wrong. We weren’t friends, didn’t share a bond like sisters.

I willed the cold to creep in deeper… deeper… until I couldn’t feel the stab of pain in my heart. Raising my chin, I said in my haughty I’m-a-star-you’re-a-peon voice, “Please let the communication-only client know I’ve accepted, on the condition there will be no touching. And, Brandy, don’t ever ask me to sell myself again.”

Never one to be embarrassed, Brandy’s face flushed as she turned to leave the room. “I’ll let the house know.”

I shivered as the door closed behind her. Jack owned part of this club. If the owners of Jewel decided my safety was no longer a priority, there would be nothing I could do to stop them.

Had Brandy pulled me out of my personal hell, only to deliver me to another one?


CHAPTER SIX

Roman

The hostess escorted me to the pleasure rooms with a few of the other men, each following their own elegantly dressed guide. Duk had already left for the rooms to be with his choice for the evening.

I hated that nerves made me clench my hands and created uneasy feelings in my stomach. I’d closed billion-dollar business deals with some of the world’s most successful businessmen, and yet my palms were slick with sweat and my heart raced as I tried to think of five appropriate questions to ask a muse.

As I entered the pleasure room that was to be mine and the Butterfly’s, the hostess offered me another scented towel, this time smelling of black licorice with a hint of lavender.

I patted the warm scent over my face, not realizing until now that I’d begun to perspire from nearly every pore. The soft, wet cloth soothed my skin and immediately put me at ease. Again, Jewel’s fine machinery at work. Most men must’ve felt like I did entering the room, either so hyper-charged with arousal they were a possible liability to the woman, or so inordinately stressed they were in need of relaxation. The aphrodisiac-scented cloth kept a man both sexually alert and calm.

The room had to have been prepared especially for us because it was set with two chairs at a conversational distance from one another. Each had a side table with a slate coaster and a vase of night-blooming jasmine. In the corner of the room sat a tray of caviar, fruits, and cheeses.

The hostess prepared me a chilled glass of water spiked with cucumber and another containing Grey Goose on the rocks, my usual drink. I turned to study a hand-painted Japanese partition that separated a bedroom area with a king-sized bed from the sitting area. Even from a distance, I knew the Egyptian cotton coverlet was of the highest thread count. The Jewel was ready for anything.

I tried my best to train my thoughts away from the intoxications provided and focus on getting to know their elusive headliner.

“Is there anything else I can get you before your appointment arrives?” the hostess asked, still wearing a facade of perfect servitude.

“I’m quite comfortable, thank you.” I watched her face relax into a soft smile.

She reached into her pocket and produced the latest model iPhone, its slim black case shimmering in the low lighting.

“Should you need anything else, Mr. Wellington,” she placed the phone on the side table, “just tap ‘call’ on this phone and I will be here to provide you with whatever you might require. Any and all transactions can be made through me or the Jewel app on this phone, as long as both parties are in agreement. No transaction will be final without both parties signing. However, anything can and will be arranged as requested.”

I nodded, and she bowed before leaving the room.

So, I could fuck the ethereal diva if she signed her consent. When my mind leapt on the idea, I turned it by focusing on the business part of it. Interesting bit of information the hostess had tossed out. Not that I planned on making use of it, but the level of discretion a private phone in a private room offered had to be inviting to patrons.

I stayed standing and took a sip of cold water to stabilize my raging nerves and dilute the bourbon of earlier. I couldn’t remember being so intensely affected by anyone in my life.

The door opened again, and the room emptied of air as she entered, still wearing a dark mask that spread across the planes of her face like butterfly wings. I’d expected to see her face in this room. Curiosity created a tension in my chest, making me want to act totally out of character, urging me to stride to her and rip it from her head.

But she seemed so fragile. Her long, dark hair danced about her face, and she wore a shear black blouse with a camisole underneath. In the dim candlelight-like light, with strands of red shimmering, she was more beautiful than I remembered.

As she breezed into the room, I noticed she still had a slight limp, but her leg was effectively concealed by a pair of wide, wool pants. She was dressed surprisingly modest for Jewel, which intrigued me more.

Unable to trust my voice, I motioned for her to take a seat. She drew a quick breath in as if expelling nerves and took the seat across from mine.

“Good evening, Mr. Wellington.” Her voice slid over the words like silk, practically buckling my knees.

Her presence was magnetic, and my pants tightened as my cock swelled, my brain suddenly focused on only two things: her and the bed just a few feet from us.

I inhaled. Exhaled. Wondered why I felt like I’d been hypnotized by her.

All she’d done was enter the room and say my name, and all the oxygen was sputtering out of my lungs, my dick taking over. I was one of the most successful men in the world and was letting a performer at a brothel unravel me. I had to get command of my senses.

But she had an unmistakable air about her. She electrified the space with her incredible presence.

And she was waiting for me to speak.

“Good evening, Miss…” I paused, unsure of what name to use. Butterfly seemed too contrived. I wasn’t a sex-starved businessman looking for a fling. I didn’t need a “butterfly” to make me hot, and I wasn’t looking for a gimmick. I could have women lined up if I wanted, and all I’d have to buy was a drink. I cleared my throat as I sat straighter in the chair. “How should I address you?” I intentionally set my focus on her eyes, hoping to bore out the truth with the intensity of my gaze.

“Please call me Mona. Mona Arc.” Her dark blue-green eyes met mine, blinking twice, then lowered to the floor.

So, not her real name. Mona Arc. Monarch. Butterfly. Of course. The businessman in me wanted to be insulted by the obvious play on words, which was so unsubtle as if to suggest stupidity.

Play the game, Roman.

“I’ve never done this before. I’m not the kind of man who needs to purchase a woman.” I didn’t know why exactly, but I needed to put that out there. “No insult intended.”

“You haven’t purchased me, Mr. Wellington. You’ve paid for my time and five questions.” She sank more deeply into her chair and took a sip of water, her eyes remaining on mine through the slits of the mask.

Suddenly, I had the bizarre feeling one got in a shrink’s office — like she already knew everything I would say and was just waiting for me to say it.

“Shall we get started?” she asked casually, crossing her good leg over the one she favored.

She was a confident woman, undaunted by the strangeness of this affair. I mirrored her actions and relaxed further into my chair. She took another drink of water, and her eyes lingered on mine for a bit longer than politeness tolerated.

“Shall I begin with the first question?” I asked, my mouth feeling dry and useless. I took a healthy drink of the vodka.

“My question first, then you’ll have a chance to respond and ask your own.” Her voice lilted as she spoke with a soft inflection.

I nodded. She would set the tone with the first question. She was beautiful and smart. I reminded myself of the power I knew I brought to the table. I couldn’t let her see that her mysterious poise caused an involuntary reflex in me, making my cock stab forward, growing larger every second those dream deep eyes watched me. I cradled the Grey Goose as I shifted to find a more comfortable position.

“If you’re so unaccustomed to purchasing time with women, why did you contract me this evening, Mr. Wellington?” Her eyes both invited and accused. “Question one,” she added like a seductive game show host.

“When you fell in the rain, I felt a strange magnetism between us. I wanted to explore that.” The words had just come out of me. From the look on her face, they surprised her as much as they did me.

“I see.” She took a sip of water and bit her lower lip, her lip gloss shining in the dim light. “The next question is yours, Mr. Wellington.”

My heart sped up as I navigated my thoughts away from her mouth and cleared my throat again. I shifted slightly to make room for my dick, which was now painfully hard and uncomfortable as it pressed against the zipper of my pants.

Images flashed through my head of myself sweeping her out of the chair and onto the bed behind us. I wouldn’t even bother to strip away her mask before I removed her trousers and sank deep inside her sweet body.

I ripped myself out of the fantasy, the tension in the room mounting as I composed myself enough to ask the first question. There was no denying the sexual energy building between us.

“Why do you work at a place like Jewel? A woman of your talent could find employment elsewhere.” I knew the question had an element of insult, but I had to regain my footing, as her mere presence had me feeling off-center.

“Not a very creative question, Mr. Wellington. Why does anyone work anywhere?” Her answer was short and obscure, very much like the woman herself.

I frowned, dissatisfied with her audacious attitude. This might’ve been her game, saying absolutely nothing of any consequence as her non-name suggested, but she wouldn’t play it with me. Surely, I could disapprove of her opaque answer after paying such an exorbitant price for five questions.

“Not a very insightful answer. I might remind you, I’m paying a good deal of money to talk with you. I’m not paying for you to pretend you’re not in there.” My eyes roamed her body intentionally, as if to insinuate a more pressing motive for our time together.

Her mouth, rounded like a rosebud, turned downward into an almost imperceptible pout. She had a sculpted chin and elegant neckline. Her eyes sparkled, showing her intelligence, while the mask did an excellent job of concealing the rest of her features. Because she didn’t bare much of herself, what was revealed titillated.

“I’m aware of the amount you’ve paid. I assure you, you’ll get your money’s worth.” Her eyes caught mine, thwarting their next journey down her body. “It’s my turn. Who was the first woman you ever loved? Question two.” A smile crossed her face, a surprising expression that didn’t quite match the sorrow in her eyes.

The truth would take us down an awkward path, so my answer was brief. “My mother. To date, no other woman has captured my heart.” It was my turn to play at elusive.

“A man then?” Her smile turned to a smirk, thinking she’d caught me in a confession.

“No man either.” I took another sip of my drink. “And that’s too many questions.”

She leaned forward just a fraction. “Perhaps a seminary is where you should be divesting your interest,” she suggested, taunting me.

I mirrored her actions, bringing us marginally closer. “I have no intention of wasting away, suppressing my sexual desires. I haven’t given a woman my heart. I didn’t say women haven’t given me theirs.” My voice sliced through the air, more caustic than I intended. “I didn’t pay to fuck you because I don’t have to. When and if I ever find a woman worthy of my love, she won’t be a purchase on my Amex.”

While we’d been ignoring the evidence of my physical arousal, I made my condition perfectly clear as I unfolded my legs, my cock jutting forward, straining the fabric of my pants. To let her know I was much more a man than she’d insinuated.

“I believe it’s your turn.” Her response was wry as her gaze unwittingly drifted to the evidence of my manhood. She swallowed hard, her interest in my swollen member obvious.

I smiled and allowed a short laugh to escape my lips, letting her know I was enjoying myself immensely.

She returned the laughter, and our exchange defused some of the sexual intensity between us.

“Has any man or woman ever captured your heart?” I crossed one leg over the other, partially hiding my bulge, showing the restraint I was capable of. Silence so deep filled the room that I could hear my own heart pounding in my chest.

Was it the lighting or was there a thin sheen of sweat on what showed of her forehead? “There was a man at one time who consumed my every heartbeat. But he no longer exists. I, like you, haven’t, nor probably ever will, find that kind of love again. No man has proven himself worthy.” Her eyes drifted downward again, resting on my tented erection, making her point obvious.

“I’ll remind you that this conversation is costing me as much as a moderately priced vehicle. Why? Why would he no longer exist, and why would you deem any other so unworthy?” I felt a spike of anger rise from my stomach to my heart.

I had to hold myself back from giving her my full deal-closing approach to steal answers out of her. How dare she cast me off before she knew anything about me.

The feeling of being probed by a subtle psychiatrist returned. That was exactly what I’d been doing all these years, casting off women at the first sign of greed or avarice.

I refused to be intimidated by the strangeness of our interaction. With effort, I held a relaxed and pleasant expression on my face and smiled graciously, daring her with my gaze to shut me down again.

“He died and took with him the grace of a man who knew exactly how to love a woman. I doubt any other man is his equal.” I could see she too was waging an internal war, fighting to stay unaffected and distant or else unravel and shatter.

My intrigue spiked, and I felt something in me give as I came to realize she and I fought similar demons. Why antagonize a woman who might have the capacity to understand me? Why not reward her honesty with some of my own?

I shifted gears. “I’ve been with many women, but when I was in my twenties, I nearly married one. She was beautiful, refined, educated. After a lot of thought and consideration, I let her into my world. As soon as she understood the expanse of my wealth, she changed her interest from engaging in a loving relationship with me to securing as much of my worth as she could get. Now, I’m much more careful.” I leaned back, feeling more comfortable.

The ball was in her court. Would she volley?

“Thank you for sharing, Mr. Wellington. I’m sure those memories are painful. Are you ready for our third question?” Her mask of perfection hadn’t altered. Her face, body, and countenance remained exquisitely fabricated.

She hadn’t taken the bait, and our night was in jeopardy of becoming a show bigger than the opening act she’d already performed.

“I am.” I hadn’t intended for the disappointment to resonate in my voice.

Her faced softened some, as if she sympathized. “If you had a choice to lose a part of your body, an important part, which would you choose? Question three.”

Finally, we were reaching depth. I could only assume she’d lost an important part of herself. The limp, her mask — tragedy must’ve robbed her of something precious.

That made sense. Why else would she work at a brothel, even the most exclusive brothel in the world? She’d lost something significant.

I appreciated the interlude into a more meaningful exchange, so I cut her some slack. “Are you threatening me?” My levity got her, and she responded with unexpected laughter.

“I wouldn’t dare.” She leaned against the arm of her chair. Damn, she had to be trained to do that, look so seductive just propped against a chair arm. Just then, her eyes moved almost unwillingly to my crotch.

“I’d definitely keep this,” I said, giving myself a light, quick stroke, playing her game without being too crude. “It’s worth saving.” I smiled and let my gaze travel over my arm, down my leg, until I felt hers join in, inspecting my body. “If I were to choose to lose any part of my important senses, I guess it would be my eyes. I don’t want to see the world sometimes. People are often cold and ugly to one another, especially in high-powered business transactions. I read people well. I know their intentions. It’s disgusting, and it would sometimes be a relief to never see their base natures, forever blinded to their greed and debauchery.” I felt sweat gathering at my brow. I’d let my emotions take over, said too much.

I took a drink of my vodka, which still had a few dwindling ice cubes, hoping to cool down. I was being impulsive. She’d engaged me to the point I’d forgotten to hold back. Damned if I didn’t care if she caught and branded me.

“At the risk of wasting a question, I’m curious. Which body part would you choose?” I took another healthy drink of the beverage then set my glass down within the wet ring of condensation left on the coaster. I ran my finger through the moisture, wondering if I’d aroused her as much as she had me. Was she turned on? Wet? Yearning?

She had no immediate response, and I couldn’t gauge her reaction, which was strangely unsettling. Had I probed too deeply? Was she even better than me at hiding her true feelings?

She took a drink of water and then smiled casually. After a long beat, she spoke in a serene and measured tone. “My heart, Mr. Wellington.”

I’d barely spent twenty minutes with her, but I was filled with words she hadn’t said in the unspoken language between our bodies and our minds. She was riddled with heartbreak, and yet she elegantly recomposed into something untouchable. Now I knew why. It was so she might never be shattered again. To keep herself safe.

I couldn’t help my sudden desire to protect her, followed by an insatiable need to take care of her.

“Are you hungry?” I needed something other than carnal desire to fill the strange emptiness opening up inside me. And I hoped the offer of food might draw her out even more and stretch out the time I had with her.

“Are you asking your next question?” she teased. It was hard to decipher whether she was being a straight-up bitch or joking.

“No, there’s food on the table, I’m being polite since I don’t know whether you’ve eaten after your performance.” I stood up from my chair. “But that was a nice try.”

As I passed her chair, I brushed my hand across her shoulder as a test. Her body stiffened rigidly at my touch.

To lighten the mood, I waved the pate knife at her, and in a scolding voice teased, “I still have two more questions allotted in the contract. I won’t be tricked out of them by a scoundrel.” My cock, while tamed some by my trousers, was still on glorious display as I wielded the knife and helped myself to the offerings.

While my back was turned, I listened to her draw in a long breath. “Of course. Thank you for your offer, but I’m not hungry.”

As I returned to my seat, she exhaled and shifted, her hands now gripping the chair arms. Her face told a different story, one of calm resolve.

“Am I making you nervous?” I asked pointedly. “Also not a formal question.”

She huffed out another breath and fanned her suddenly flushed face with a wave of her hand. “It’s hot in here.”

I sat a plate of samplings on her table before returning to my chair. “Shall I call the hostess to adjust the temperature?”

My temperature had risen too, but not because the room was warm. It was actually quite comfortable. I knew exactly what was heating her up. There was sex in the air in this place. It wasn’t just us. Who could be at Jewel for any length of time and not get overheated?

“No, thank you, let’s continue.” She took a grape, popped it in her mouth, her bottom lip quivering slightly.

I nodded, on the edge of a feeling I hadn’t experienced since I was a child — giddy. Being with her was electrifying. Like this place. Her. “You’re up.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Adara

This man was making me squirm in my chair. Pressing my thighs together to subdue the ache, I tried unsuccessfully to keep my eyes from gravitating to his dick, which was sitting high in the air for me, teasing me like we were fucking around in study hall.

I’d seen hot men before. I grew up with them. Hot foster brothers, hot police officers who’d come to the house to cart my mom off to jail. Hot “uncles” who smelled like cigarettes and beer. Hot rock and movie stars. None of them ever got to me.

Except Nate.

Which was a bit strange, because even though he was extremely handsome, he wasn’t exactly hot as per the current definition. He was kind, which transformed his looks into something mouthwatering. Kind could bore holes in my soul. And had.

He had an edge to him as well, so kind didn’t fit him completely. As I watched him closely, I couldn’t establish whether Mr. Wellington was kind or kind of an asshole. He seemed like a bit of both.

One thing I did know was that when he touched me, I nearly rocketed to the subdued lighting in the high ceiling. I needed to get my ice-bitch face back on, so I used the breathing technique I learned in my grief and recovery class.

Two questions to go, then I could rush back to my apartment and forget that I’d ever sat across from a man who ate caviar on a cracker with an astounding boner pointing in my direction.

After a few more deep breaths, I felt more grounded.

“To date, what has been your greatest achievement? Question four.” As he launched into a lengthy story about an intricate business partnership, I tried to concentrate on his eyes and not think of my greatest moments, but it didn’t do me any good. His boring speech made me just want to concentrate on his cock even more, so I let my mind wander to my own greatest achievement.

My greatest moment should have been my wedding, but Nate’s family ruined it. They wanted Nate to marry a southern girl. He was all country, and I was all rock-n-roll. Frankly, I terrified them, so they did their best to ruin us at every opportunity. In the hopes they would change their feelings toward me, we kept putting the wedding off… and putting it off… then… he was gone.

Since there was no walk down a rose strewn aisle for me, the best memory I could recall was walking up another type of aisle. This one after my name was called at the Grammy Awards for Best New Artist.

My song, “Mamma Ain’t Gonna Lie,” had been at number one for twenty-seven consecutive weeks. I wrote that song while visiting Louisiana, deep in the bayous.

There was this gorgeous young mom with an incredible afro, her hair spiraling to the sky. She was proud of who she was, and it showed. Her mini-me daughter sat beside her on a bench, sporting a ‘fro just as gorgeous.

They seemed fabulous. Not rich, but unique and special, like the Earth revolved around them and all their moments. The little girl had ice cream dripping down her face, and her mom took a napkin from her purse and wiped it off. It was a simple gesture, just a tiny drop of love, but my mom never did anything like that. I didn’t even remember getting ice cream with her. Mostly, it was drugs. She brought me along when she was trying to score.

Watching the two of them, I thought that little kiddo’s mom would never lie to her. She’d always be real and just scoop her up when shit went down. My mom always said she “ain’t gonna lie” to me, but she never told the truth. I wrote a song right there on the bayou, watching a mom and daughter. It debuted at number one.

I found the two of them years later and sent them some of the royalties with a note. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, all the news channels went nuts for the story. I’m glad I did it though. The story celebrated motherhood and helped pay for the little girl’s college education. It was a good thing.

A few weeks later, I stepped up on the stage and accepted my award for Best New Artist. It was the best achievement I’d probably ever have now.

Mr. Wellington’s voice pierced through my memory. “So,” he continued, deep in a story I hadn’t heard, “landing that account has been my greatest achievement to date.” He paused, and his eyes slowly narrowed.

Shit, I must’ve totally spaced.

“However, I can see by your glazed-over stare, my best moment wasn’t very riveting.” Disappointment dripped from his voice.

Recover this, Adara. There’s a lot of money on the line.

“I’m glad it all worked out in your favor, Mr. Wellington. You made the right choice. You should be proud.” I punctuated this with a genuine smile. Although I hadn’t listened to the story, I was sincerely happy that this nice man had done well.

He smiled in return, relaxing again. “Yes, I was rather happy it all turned out as it did. Being in my position is sometimes quite the thrill ride.”

“And your question?” I slipped back into seductress mode again, trying to ignore the images that his “thrill ride” brought to mine. Like me leading him to the bed, pushing him down on it, and taking control. Stripping him of his suit and climbing on top of him. Not giving him even a moment to gather himself before I positioned him at my opening and pressed my weight down on him, until he sank deep into me.

“Why do I feel like I know you from somewhere?” His voice was stiff, as was his handsome. Why was he suddenly stressed? Uncomfortable? What had I missed?

My face and body felt stiff too. My blouse was sticking to my skin in the heat of the room. I wondered if all the girls felt this way, and that was why they thought nothing of taking a strange man into their bed.

Then his question sank in, and my skin turned suddenly cold. There was no way he would really recognize me — no one had. I’d worn my mask all evening. My previously blonde and purple-tipped hair was back to its original shade of dark brown with a few highlights. And rumor had it I’d died of a drug overdose. Forget that I’d never actually taken drugs. To most in the world, Adara Wilde was history.

“Maybe I knew you in another life,” I blurted out, then inwardly cringed.

Stupid. So stupid, Adara. You need to give him meaningful answers.

“Doubtful. I don’t believe in reincarnation.” He wasn’t too amused by my evasion.

“Okay.” I laughed and leaned forward, taking a more flirtatious approach. “Your waitress at Denny’s perhaps.”

He shook his head. “You wouldn’t work at Denny’s.” His eyes became distant as he sifted through the far reaches of his memory for the answer.

Luckily, he drew a blank.

“Have you worked here long?”

Thank god. A question I could answer honestly. “Just started a few months ago.”

“Well, must be my imagination then. How many questions do we have left?” He set his plate down on the table next to him and picked up his vodka, which was nothing more than a swallow of liquid in the bottom of the glass.

Though I could call him on his last question, make it count, I decided to give him one more. “Do you want something else to drink first?” I asked, following protocol.

A happy client was a drunk one. We had to offer beverages when the client’s libations were low.

“Do I have time for another?” He seemed to perk up a bit at the thought of more time together.

He was sexy and cute when he had a playful reaction to something. I liked Mr. Wellington more than I thought I would. He seemed real.

Not much at Jewel was real. And it was way too good to have a conversation with someone from outside of here, even if I had to play cat and mouse.

“You may have as much time as you want. At Jewel, we only satisfy.” I batted my eyes and fake smiled, putting on an overblown show as I called in the hostess for another drink.

“I bet.” He shot me a genuine smile, seeming to see through my acting skills. “Let’s continue then,” he said as he put the glass down and rested his palms on his knees.

I glanced at the bed behind him. A hot need burned in my center, making me wonder what it would be like to take him to the soft mattress and handle that bulge of his.

“My turn,” I said quietly as my lungs constricted. I wished I could stretch out this last question, make the evening with him last longer. He intrigued me, a real man from outside the confines of Jewel.

But I would never be rejoining the real world.

I took a deep breath. “If you could have one moment of your life back and relive it, what moment would you choose? Question five.” I leaned into the chair and did my very best to keep my breathing stable, keep my Jewel face on beneath my mask.

He looked at me for a long time, seeming to go over every angle of my exposed face. It was like a caress and a probe at once. To end it, I was about to prod him further when he smiled, and his eyes sparked.

“It would be the moment I purchased this conversation with you,” he said plainly, still smiling.

My heart exploded in my chest as air left my lungs. He regretted our time together? He couldn’t demand his money back, but I guess I had been evasive. Dammit. I’d been trying to keep him from prying my life apart. I couldn’t give away too much and have him figure out my identity.

If he was disappointed, why was he still smiling? Had he meant it in a romantic way? Was he trying to coerce me into fucking him? He was oh-so-fuckable, and I didn’t want to leave him unhappy.

No. No, I wouldn’t do that no matter how sexy the man. No matter how much he made me squirm.

I kept my voice steady. “Why, Mr. Wellington? Only five of the questions were mine, you could have asked anything you wanted within reason.”

The slow, steady heat in his eyes flared, and suddenly, all I wanted was for this meeting to be over. But then again, I didn’t. Damn. I was getting entirely too worked up.

“I’d go back and change my offer. I wouldn’t have offered to just talk with you. I would’ve paid to listen.” He sat thoughtfully for a moment. “And… I would’ve offered to make love to you. I wouldn’t have sex with you or order anything off of a menu. Nothing for myself. I’d hold you, caress you, bring you to delight.” He leaned forward again, his eyes nearly glowing in the soft light. “Until you knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that someone on this Earth cared for you. If I could’ve had that moment back and changed my mind, that’s what I would’ve done.”

Tears and carnal longing clogged my throat. There was so much kindness and truth behind his words, and so much sensuality. Did he really mean that?

Or was it a game he played, the picture he’d painted his trump card?

He had me scrambling to stay afloat, when just a few moments ago I’d been leading this interaction. I forced myself back into the elusive butterfly role. “I’m glad you didn’t, Mr. Wellington. Or you and I never would’ve had this time together. I’m not a whore.”

He didn’t even blink. “You’re right, but I didn’t say anything about buying your services. I said I would’ve paid to listen to you. I’d make you feel good for free.” He looked surprised by his next words. “Love the pain away.”

My whole body was trembling, and I had to clench my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering. It was palpable, the raw sexual tension, the unearthed and unclaimed truth between us.

I took in a deep breath, willing my voice to remain steady. “It’s time for your last question, Mr. Wellington.”

He got up out of his chair, and the hairs raised on the back of my neck, and not from fear. I was tensed and ready to bolt because of the pull that made me want to let him continue to sit across from me all night. It would be wonderful to allow myself to relax, have a drink, listen to this man’s voice for as long as I wanted.

But I couldn’t do that.

I shifted, and pain shot through my leg.

Sympathy was clear on his face as he recognized my discomfort. The external discomfort at least. The internal problem was that I knew how this could go down, had heard too many horror stories from Jewels. I was ready to retaliate if he pressed the whole “make love” thing in a sinister way.

There was a panic button hidden under the table next to me. My mind was so on fire that I was surprised I remembered it. But I didn’t think, somehow knew, that he wasn’t even remotely that kind of guy — that he might take what he wanted from people in business, but that he would never waiver from his word.

My breath left my lungs in a puff. For god’s sake, he wanted to love the pain away. The pain he’d seen in under five questions.

As he approached me, my eyes must’ve gone wild.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.” His voice was calm and steady as he reached his hand out to me.

“Of course you won’t. There are cameras all over the room and you wouldn’t want to be banned from returning to Jewel.” The air was sucked out of the room as he came closer.

When he gently laid his strong hand over mine and pulled me to my feet, I feared that I might topple over, but in one strong motion, he drew me to his chest. I was one hundred percent positive he could now feel my heart beating out of control. Was that his heart I felt, pounding out a beat close to mine?

“Can I see you again?” he whispered breathlessly, our faces too close for any kind of sanity. His eyes were translucent under the light, the tiny valleys of brown in his iris going light to dark and so clear I thought I could see deep inside of him, see the surprise he also felt at what was happening between us.

But I couldn’t let myself look, couldn’t let my heart love anyone ever again.

I sidestepped Roman gracefully, happy I was able to maneuver away from him without my cane and not falter. Oh no you don’t, Mr. Make-love-to-you. I won’t melt into your arms.

“I’ve enjoyed our evening, Mr. Wellington, but your time is up. This one time was an exception on my part, so I’m afraid that can’t happen.” I bowed my head, playing the Jewel card.

My taking on the subservient-hostess-to-guest role snapped us back to our proper places, making an awkwardness fill the room.

He took my hand in his and placed a tender kiss on my palm. “I wish I’d met you before whoever broke your heart did, my beautiful butterfly.”

I willed my hostess-face not to crack, pressed down the ache that was so fresh and had nothing to do with Nate. A lone tear silently ran down my cheek as I turned away from him and walked out of the room.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Roman

Stepping out of the room, I was reeling from my encounter. And while I didn’t know her real name or anything about her as I’d hoped I would, I felt a connection between us. A connection that for some reason had sent her off in tears. Had my suggestion of loving her caused her so much anguish that she couldn’t stand to be in the same room with me any longer? If so, I was to blame and wanted to set things right.

I have to find a way to see her again.

I didn’t mind paying, but sensed there was something deep inside she would never reveal as long as we were at Jewel. My mind immediately began devising ways I could sequester the Butterfly, when I was met by our hostess.

“Good evening, Mr. Wellington. I hope you enjoyed your experience.” Her eyes were wide and hopeful.

“It was quite enjoyable. Please offer my gratitude to my clever conversationalist,” I said as the haze of my lust and fascination dissipated.

As much as my cock was unsatisfied with my “purchase,” the warm tingling sensation ignited within me was so foreign, it was worth twice what I paid for it. I knew the raw and heady sensations of lust, but this was deeper, this was something more grounded in admiration and empathy. Maybe it boiled down to those two things simultaneously.

“I’ll be sure to let her know how pleased you are. I’m afraid your colleague has not yet completed his evening, so may I suggest that you use one of our private rooms to enjoy a massage or a nightcap?” Her eyes sought my response, which for the moment was nonexistent. “It’s two a.m. and you’re welcome to have a rest if you prefer. We have temporary accommodations as well as professionals available to relax you. If you’d like something more stimulating we can negotiate a price, otherwise we’ll wake you when your driver is ready to take you home. These services are complimentary and provided with our deepest appreciation for your patronage.”

My mind was in a faraway place. The Butterfly had left with one lone tear streaking down her face, and I wanted to find her, needed to. I knew I probably wouldn’t be permitted to roam the halls freely, but that’s all I wanted to do.

The hostess took my silence to mean I was considering her proposal. “If you’d like to consider another package, Mr. Wellington,” the hostess added, “we still have many tempting offers for you. I can escort you to our consulting rooms, if you’d like.” Her face never broke its soft, tempting, subservient countenance.

With such refinement and pleasantry, a fastidious commitment to discretion and the most beautiful women in Montana, it was no mystery how Jewel had become such a maverick in men’s entertainment worldwide.

I smiled. “I’m afraid other women would pale in comparison to the Butterfly. A private chamber with some cold sparkling mineral water sounds perfect right about now. Thank you.” I needed a place to recompose. A moment to myself was an absolute necessity at this point. My cock could no longer be ignored.

Within moments, she showed me to a room with a lounger in the corner. Hidden speakers lilted out a sensual, foreign melody and the lighting was so dim, it merely casted an amber glow. My mineral water was waiting on a side table and there was a seventy-inch TV mounted on the wall.

“The television is programmed to receive channels from every country in the world. We also have ten of our own channels which are guaranteed to delight you. Can I get you anything?” she offered, curtseying.

“Yes, just one thing. What was the name of the woman I just met, her real name?” I wondered what it would take to wear a hostess down, or if it was even possible in this place.

“I’m not at liberty to say.” She smiled devilishly, cocked her head, pushing her neck and breasts forward invitingly. A clever distraction.

“And your name?”

“Alma Rain,” she cooed in an even-toned cadence.

“That your real name? Alma Rain?” I singsonged back at her, knowing very well she was just as well-crafted as the Butterfly.

“It is if you want it to be.” Her voice dropped some, and her lips formed into a pout as she understood I saw through her.

“I bring clients here, Alma, but I’m not really into this show. I’m always more interested in the real person, even here in this brothel. I may have a hell of a lot of money, but I do have some heart to go with it.” I was nearly pleading with her to bring some truth to the table. This place could cause a man to feel like the world was slicked over with lasciviousness, like I’d eaten the Turkish delights in The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe. Only they made everyone sexed up and bowing to please.

A hint of a smile cracked across her face as she whispered “Anne” nervously under her breath, her eyes darting up to the hallway ceiling and quickly down again.

My gaze followed hers, and on the ceiling was the glistening rainbow reflection of a camera lens.

I then moved closer to Anne and touched her shoulder. “Thank you for being an exceptional hostess this evening.” I reached into my pocket and produced a wad of bills. I slipped them into her jacket, blocking the movement from the camera with her body. “This is only for you. No need to share with the establishment.”

She nodded and touched my hand as I removed it from her pocket.

Thank you, she mouthed and bowed before turning to walk away.

I walked into the room and plopped down on the lounger, which was large and comfortable, astounded my conversation with the Butterfly had lasted less than an hour. What a strange night. I cupped myself, also marveling that I still had such an almost painful hard-on. It’d been a while since it’d seen any real action.

The last woman I dated was a foreign diplomat from the Ukraine. I knew the affair would only last as long as her business trip, so I enjoyed a little no-strings-attached fun. That was about six weeks ago.

I thought about some TV, but I was still hyper-charged with sexual tension. This I wanted to flatline — it was making me feel jumpy and irritated. I looked around the room for visual stimulus since I knew I’d find it in abundance.

There was a specially designed Jewel-encrusted list of channels for the television. First on the list was The Spanking and Flogger Festival. No, thanks.

There was also a glossy menu with pictures of services to consider that could be rendered at the touch of an in-house iPhone — which I still had in my possession. And of course, a drawer full of goodies, all shrink-wrapped and ready for play.

Maybe just a cold shower. I glanced over the adjacent marble-lined bathroom. Despite the opulence and elegance, it was all feeling more than a little tawdry. But I had more than an hour to wait and this hard on wasn’t going away anytime soon.

Deciding to handle things like a man, I made myself comfortable on the soft cushions, then unbuttoned my dress shirt. Releasing my still partially engorged dick from its confines, I stroked myself from tip to root, then again as I imagined my hand being replaced by another.

Closing my eyes, I could almost see her walk into the room, still wearing the black mask that so frustratingly covered the most distinguishing features of her face. Instead of wearing wide slacks and a sheer black blouse as she did for our conversation, she was enveloped in a long, gauzy robe with draping arm sleeves that nearly touched the floor. And fully revealed her gorgeous curves.

The front floated open when she moved. The slopes of her breasts peaked out from the robe’s opening, and beneath the filmy covering, deep rose-colored nipples peeked out, a sharp contrast against her pale white skin. Her nipples were pert and attentive, her tits gorgeously natural and round.

I wanted to gather them up, press my face into them, and breathe in her hypnotizing scent. It brought to mind orange trees in bloom and jasmine vines growing wherever they pleased.

Below her incredible breasts was a well-toned waist that gradually slanted into ample hips. I loved a woman with curves. Thin, muscular women were fun, but I wanted something more robust to hold on to. Her toned body told me she could handle my style of lovemaking. Since when had I called it lovemaking?

I worked out and I liked it when the woman I was with was athletic enough to keep up with me. The gym — working out — was my happy place. Where I conquered my demons. Like when I fucked. I needed a woman who could handle me.

As I returned to the image I’d constructed of her in my head, I wondered if she could handle my length and girth, and started to stroke my rigid cock in earnest. As lust painted my vision into a vivid fantasy, I noticed the Butterfly’s sexy thigh gap, just enough to make a man go insane wanting to push himself into that space. She was, from top to toe, the entire package. Absolutely everything.

I begin to stroke harder, faster, as I imagined looking my fill. My eyes traveled farther down her body, past her subtle hips, my gaze landed on the beautifully shaped hair just above her pussy. Her petal pink lips glistened beneath a thin strip of curls, her raven-colored hair trimmed neatly, ready to be touched.

I pulsed my hand harder and forced my lungs to suck in air. My fucking god, she was perfection, and I was already close.

I reeled myself in, slowed down, took a look at her legs. In my mental picture, they were shapely, strong, and lean, with no evidence of injury. I was still marveling at the beauty of her body when she advanced like a cat stalking its prey in the tall grass. Her eyes were fixed on mine, sparkling with desire. Her lips were plump and moist, shimmering with pink lip gloss as she gracefully straddled my lap and eyed my tortured cock. Fuck, she was sexy.

She didn’t tease or stroke, but rubbed her naked center over my rigid erection. Immediately, a shout escaped me. Every muscle in my body went painfully rigid. My heart sent shock waves throbbing through my veins that had my cock leaping so high I felt her opening at my tip. I clamped my hands down on her hips to control the urge to grind up into her. Press her hips down. Shoot my cock into her and fuck her until we were both bruised and limp.

Instead, I gritted my teeth and let her sensuous dance continue as she ignited every nerve in my body. My skin was electric with sensation as she undulated, my aching dick already drizzled with pre-cum and her wetness. I could feel the soft brush of her pubic hair tickle my shaft as it slid up the length. The moist velvet of her pussy lips painting me with her juices as she stroked herself against my engorged mushroom head, gently rocking back and forth on the tip.

Her fingers curled around the base of my shaft and tugged it closer to her body. Then with gentle beckoning strokes that made it grow harder and more ready for her, she pressed me deeper into her folds, building more friction as she moved her hips over me.

“Please,” I begged, the blood forcing my cock upright, my need blinding. A shiver coursed down my spine and it took everything in me not to throw her onto the bed and take her like I was some kind of animal. My body was glistening with sweat as I fought for a rationale I no longer possessed.

She leaned into me, her near naked body against my chest as she softly pressed her lips to mine. Her taut nipples grazed over my shirt, her mouth giving me just a taste of her frosted cherry lip gloss.

I wanted her to linger there so I could relish her mouth, but she moved downward to my neck, first kissing then biting. Streaks of electric fire shot to my cock.

All that existed was tension and heat.

I bit my lip and willed my cock not to explode in her hand. I had to have her.

She trailed kisses down my chest to my nipples, teasing them with her tongue. At the same time, one hand gently floated across my body, tracing the contours and ripples formed by my labor in the gym. The other hand smoothed fingers over the dew beading on the tip of my cock and glazed it across the head. Holding it firmly, she gently stroked, and I quivered under her — the sensations of her hand playing my cock had me no longer able to resist my urges.

I hooked my hand around the back of her neck and pulled her face to mine until I could look into those gorgeous eyes. I wanted to push the mask away from her face, but I didn’t dare lose her trust in such a way. Instead, I devoured her in a kiss, her fingers tightening on my dick. Her mouth was tender and soft, sweet as my tongue explored it. And she explored mine in return.

I forced one hand to release from her hip and it took its own journey upward, tracing the contours of her body. Into the dip of her waist. Over the ribs that showed just a little too much. Around the beautiful curve of her breast to her breastbone. Then straight down in a firm line that pushed through the center of her soft breasts and down her tight stomach to her hip again, then her long, elegant thighs.

She pumped my cock harder as my finger neared her soft, moist center. I tore my mouth from hers and nibbled down her neck to her firm breast, where I found the pebbled bud of her nipple, drawing it deep into my mouth. A gasp escaped her lips as my finger found the silky folds of her entrance and slid toward her wet and ready center before unceremoniously driving inside her. She was warm and tight, her pussy sucking on my finger as a long cry escaped her throat.

Unable to wait any longer, I shifted her hips, positioning myself next to my finger, poised to plunge into her.

Yet I waited. And held my finger still inside her.

“Please,” My mouth detached from her nipple and found her ear, “let me have you.”

She smiled slyly as her pussy writhed on my finger. “No,” she teased.

“Why not?” The words were torture, even my lungs were burning for her.

“Because.” Her breath hitched as she dislodged herself from my finger and held my dick firmly in her hand. “I’ll have you,” she demanded as she quickly slid my steely erection into her heat.

I gasped as she ground herself down to my balls, resting there a moment so I could feel her tight pussy sheathed over my aching cock.

“Stay still,” she ordered as she carefully rocked back and forth, my cock so hard now that I couldn’t decide if I felt more pleasure or pain.

“Fuck.” I clenched my jaw as I clung to the shreds of my restraint while she maneuvered back and forth, driving deeper into her core. I dug my fingers into her thighs to keep myself from taking control.

“Shhh,” she playfully scolded as she took my mouth with hers again, her rhythm steady as she rocked on me, driving me insane.

With want battering my brain, my hands found her breasts, squeezing the soft flesh while I used every ounce of my endurance to withhold myself from thrusting into her deep and fast. My tongue mirrored the needs of my dick as I drove it into her mouth as if to consume her.

A laugh vibrated against my lips. She knew the effort it was taking to keep from rocketing into her. She ended our kiss with a simple peck then slid over to my ear.

“Good boy,” she purred as she bit it gently and sped up her ride, bouncing and building the friction between us.

“Please, let me take you,” I growled. I couldn’t let her have the control much longer, but couldn’t risk her withdrawing from me.

She lifted herself off of me in response, like I was somehow misbehaving. My cock came out of her with a pop and stood in the cool air, deprived and abandoned.

Her eyes were still commanding me to stay still as her fingers found me, rigid and slick with our combined juices. She rubbed my tortured member across the opening to her warm pussy, letting only the tip dip in for a moment, then slip out again.

I groaned with pleasure, sweat running down my temple to my neck and into my open collar. She rubbed, dipped, over and over again.

Rub.

Dip.

My balls clenched so tight, I had to think about Duk fucking a Jewel to keep from coming. I moved my hands down to her ass.

She switched it up by rubbing her thumb over my engorged head, centering then massaging the slit before letting the tip go into her again. The mix of cool air, gentle stroke, and warm pussy had my stomach knotting. I didn’t dare beg her again, and a thin sheen of sweat glossed my body. My resistance was waning.

She kissed me, the tip of her tongue darting into my mouth, and then lodged herself on me again, grinding, pushing me in deep. A long exhale cooled my fire for a moment, until she began rocking back and forth as she had before. I buried my face in her neck, breathing in the scent of her spiced perfume, taking solace in her soft skin.

“Do you want me?” she asked, wrapping her legs around my waist with my cocked plunged so far inside of her I felt the tip hit her cervix.

“Do you need to ask?” I shivered, squeezing her firm buttocks, raw craving and ravaged nerves wracking my body with electricity.

She wiggled, swirling her hips sensuously, dancing on my lap. Her eyes were glazed, the skin on her cheeks that I could see flushed. She also was heated and close to orgasm.

My hand slid down her glistening body to find her engorged clit. Two could play this game. My finger dove gently between her folds and slowly rubbed her swollen bud, until she cried out, “Yes!”

I then pressed my finger harder, rubbing her sweet spot intently, flicking up and down as her ambrosia wet my finger. My cock pulsed inside her and her breath sputtered.

I gritted my teeth to keep from releasing into her, as I wasn’t anywhere near ready to finish.

While I intensified the movement of my finger, so did her pace, until she was bearing down on me hard and fast. Her face flushed a pretty pink, her breathing caught and her high-pitched mewls had me cursing then giving encouragement. Her orgasm was so intense, I gripped her naked body against mine as it shuddered and quaked.

I’d been so focused on her pleasure that I had practically forgotten my own.

Tempered by her release, she kissed my cheek breathlessly and cooed, “Now, you may take me.”

I lifted her off my cock for a moment as I scooped her up into my arms and laid her next to me on the lounger. Hovering over her, I took a moment to marvel at her beautiful form, still elegantly draped in sheer, gauzy cloth.

I angled in for a kiss as my fingers forced her legs apart. I wanted her more than any woman I’d ever met. Positioning myself over her as she spread her legs wide, she opened her beautiful body to me.

I’d been given the freedom to play in heaven, so I thrust myself in deeply. Without hesitating, I pulled out then pumped in again. In and out of her, while she met me, her hips urging me on. I felt my heavy balls slap against her ass repeatedly as she moaned, and our rhythm increased. Her pelvis met my thrusts, and soon, I was laying all my weight on her as my cock buried deeper and deeper. Until I couldn’t hold myself together any longer.

With an intoxicating sensation rocketing my groin, the friction increased as we met an incredible crescendo. She screamed out my name as my body filled with heat. Buried deep inside of her, my balls twitched and released, and I pumped my cum straight into her.

Fuck… I pumped it straight onto my own damn shirt.

I laughed, and the world slowly came spinning back into focus as I heaved heavy breaths, my entire body plastered with sweat. I’d never been so drawn into a fantasy that I’d forgotten where I was.

Holy fuck, that was amazing.

My body cooled as I looked down at myself, the mess I’d made. And I couldn’t make myself give a damn. Finally, my cock sat flaccidly in my lap. Shit, I’d never gotten myself off so hard before, and it had felt so fucking real.

I shook my head. Must be the druglike effect of this place.

I took a package of thick, wet towelettes from the shelf below the bedside table and cleaned off my hand and clothes. I couldn’t help but be impressed by the load I shot as I struggled to catch my breath.

Clean, my head still spun with the clingy scent of oranges and jasmine. I needed to get out of here and get some fresh air.


CHAPTER NINE

Adara

All I wanted to do was go back to my apartment. I felt off-center and unbalanced.

I never wanted to do anything like that, ever again.

But I was lying to myself. I would absolutely do that again, but only with him.

Then why did I refuse to see him again?

I breathed a heavy sigh, tired of needing to be on the offensive every waking moment. I walked out of the pleasure room, unsure of where to go. When I usually finished my performance for the evening, I went back to the dressing room, put on my clothes and the velvet cape, and exited the back door to the women’s apartments up the hill.

The Jewels were mandated to stay in the main building during their shifts, until early morning. Since I wasn’t a Jewel exactly, I wasn’t held to the same rules, which meant I spent a lot of time alone in my apartment. Usually, spending so much time on my own got boring, but at the moment, all I wanted to do was run to the safety of my sanctuary.

Now, I worried about leaving without being excused, even though I knew I wouldn’t be asked to entertain anyone else. My muscles seized as a question occurred to me… would I?

What if this was only the beginning? What if Mr. Wellington was only meant to warm me up to Jack?

Then I would refuse. I’d save my share of the money. I needed it, because one day I would eventually drum up enough guts to get out of this place and live my life again.

I wanted to be in my own space, but I had to force myself to keep a slow and measured pace. With the seductive environment of the pleasure rooms, Jewel insisted that anyone moving through the halls when clients were present from Monday through Saturday — everyone had Sundays off — keep a sensual rhythm. Patrons walked halls, ensuring all rules were obeyed.

Because I hadn’t spent much time in this part of the theater, I was a little disoriented in the dark, heavily scented corridor. No one had told me what to do after I met with Mr. Wellington. Usually, when the Jewels were with regular patrons, they had to stay and consult with their hostess before being excused. If anyone left early, their payment would be heavily levied.

Anne had been our hostess. I would have to remember to call her Alma here. I liked her more than the rest of them.

Most of the hostesses were Jewels in training, and despite all the reasons I could conjure for why being a Jewel was the worst job in the world, most made a lot of money. The hostesses had to be the very best at what they did, upsell significantly, and be noticed by management in order to earn the right to be a Jewel. Hosting was hard work but better than being on the streets.

Many hostesses were self-absorbed back stabbers ready to dethrone anyone who got in their way. Anne wasn’t like that. She was a nice college kid who only worked at Jewel a few nights a week. Hostesses had a choice to live on campus or not. If they lived here, they had a better chance of leveling up. If they didn’t want to live on campus, host work was almost like any other job. They didn’t have to take offers from clients if they didn’t want to.

I wandered the dimly lit halls outside the pleasure rooms, trying to find the hostess lounge. It was an incredibly luxurious place, but knowing what went on behind those doors had me tiptoeing for fear a sex-crazed maniac with a hard-on would pop out and attack me.

I covered my mouth with my hand as a giddy snort popped out of me unexpectedly. I picked up my pace, as if I could distance myself from the joyful wave Mr. Make-love-to-you had lifted me up on.

After walking into several of the wrong employee lounges — lavish, richly appointed rooms — I finally found Anne in the hostess lounge. The area was small with a few chairs and TVs mounted on every wall that monitored the public areas.

“Hey there,” I said as I popped my head inside the door.

Anne jumped out of her chair and stood barefooted, toppling the outrageously tall heals sitting on the floor beside her.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” I quietly walked into the room.

“No, you’re okay.” She smiled and sank back into her seat. “I’m just getting a little sleepy. I thought for a second I might have dozed off.” She yawned and stretched her limbs. Cringed as she angled her feet back into her spiked pumps.

“You don’t have to get up, I just wanted to know if I could go home? I was done talking with Mr. Wellington about a half hour ago.”

The other girls looked at me strangely, as it was well known I didn’t see clients. Each hostess had a cell phone they clung to should they get a call for service.

I took a deep breath, feeling my anxiety mount. I wanted to get out of this place and get some air so I could breathe properly again.

“Let me check with Brandy,” she said, pulling her phone out of her jacket. “Did you like being with Mr. Wellington?”

I shrugged. I couldn’t let them know that his face, his beautiful body, and his powerful erection were haunting my every thought. I had been chastising myself for lusting after the man while I bumbled through the halls, lost in a lust-driven haze.

“He’s nice enough, I guess,” I answered, hoping I sounded disinterested.

Her eyes lit up. “I think he’s lovely. Very gentlemanly.”

Why did that make anger close up my throat?

Anne was gorgeous, and the sudden rush of jealousy that spiked through my heart was completely unexpected.

“Maybe, but it’s probably all for show. Men like him are like that.” I knew I was being a bitch, but Anne was naive. I was most likely right. Mr. Wellington was a fantasy man in the fantasy land of a sex club, where no truly decent man would ever spend his evenings.

“Do you think so?”

“I mean, he frequents a sex club.” I watched her expression plummet. It shouldn’t have, but it felt good to watch her infatuation tame a little.

She leaned forward and pressed her lips to my ear. “He gave me three thousand dollars.”

I lowered my voice too. “Yeah, he was probably trying to guilt you into a quick romp. Billionaires have been known to do that.” I had to shut up and let the poor girl have her dream, but she had three grand. My dose of reality could only be a favor.

“You’re right,” she said as her shoulders fell.

The iPhone in her hand buzzed and she put it on speaker as she answered. “Hi, Brandy. Adara is finished with Mr. Wellington, can she be excused?”

“Not yet,” was her answer.

“What?” Fear punched through my stomach. “Give me that,” I said as I grabbed the phone from Anne and held it up in front of me. “What do you mean I can’t be excused? What the fuck, Brandy?” My eye twitched as I tried to contain my temper.

“Take me off speaker,” she ordered.

I did and put the phone to my ear. “I’m ready to go.”

“I’m sure you are,” Brandy said in her calm, honey-smooth voice. “Just one more thing before you do.”

Ice raced up my spine. Everything was wrong, her tone of voice, the fact that I wasn’t being rushed out of here. Something was off.

“Mr. Marshall—”

The name was light gas to my rising fury. “What about Mr. Marshall? I told you I would never accept his offer.”

She remained calm, though there was a time when she would have gone head-to-head with me. As teens, we’d fist fought once.

She cleared her throat. “He’s offered two million dollars.”

Why was she so invested in this? Why did she care if this place made bank tonight? Was making money more important to her than her oldest friend?

“I’m leaving,” I said before pressing the end button and handing it back to Anne, not making eye contact with the other hostesses, most sitting with their mouths ajar.

“See y’all tomorrow.” I waved as I opened the door and walked out of the room, not taking a breath until I was halfway down the hall.

I should have expected Brandy to pressure me. What was she supposed to tell the horny bastard? Sorry. No, Adara is off limits, even though you own the place?

My lip curled up as I scrunched my nose, bearing my teeth in the process. Of course that’s what she should’ve told him. Obviously, he wasn’t used to being denied.

As I headed out, Brandy intercepted me.

I was ready for her. “I’m leaving right now, I just need to go to my apartment and pack. You and Jack owe me eight grand.” I pushed my way past her, trying not to show any emotion. Where would I go if I left Jewel?

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

I sighed and stopped with my hand on the door. I needed to get the hell out of here. “Right. You’re only sorry I said no.”

“I know how you’re feeling, Adara. I understand,” she said as she trailed behind me, coming to a halt at the exit.

“Do you?” I turned to her, fuming, my face hot. “Maybe you do, but here is the bottom-line, since it seems that you need it spelled out for you. The minute I fuck someone for money, I’m a whore!” It came out louder than I meant it to.

Brandy’s face flashed shock and horror. “Keep your voice down, for god’s sake. And don’t use that word ever again.”

I realized I should calm down a little — not for Brandy’s sake, as she was being a complete tool — but for the rest of the girls. I shouldn’t let my anger effect the Jewels. That would be wrong. Some of them couldn’t help that they’d been driven to this.

I took a deep breath and spoke in a more civilized manner. “Once a whore… always a whore. You can never go back. I’m not a whore, Brandy, and I never will be.” I stared directly into her eyes as we stood in the hall, and my apartment sanctuary seemed a world away.

She narrowed her eyes, her face growing tight with barely concealed rage. “I told you not to use that word.”

I narrowed my eyes right back. I was so keyed up, I wanted to rage. “But that’s the word that fits. You don’t say it because then this whole glass house would shatter. Jewels… that’s a laugh. You don’t consider these women precious. The only thing dear to you is the client’s money. I should have seen it before now, but I thought we were still friends. Like sisters.”

“I’m sorry you see it that way. I was hoping you’d understand, it’s such a small sacrifice for such a large payoff.” Her eyes were glazed over, bloodshot, and her avoidance of my reference to us being sisters cut deep.

“Not to me.”

“I’ll explain things to him, maybe he’ll lose interest,” she said in a flat monotone. “Go home and get some sleep. But you’ll probably never get a chance to make six hundred thousand dollars for a night’s work again, just remember that.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, pissed that my hands were trembling. “There was a time I could write a song and end up with the whole two fucking million. Don’t play with my head, Brandy. You won’t win that game.”

She cocked her head and her eyes ran over my mask and dropped to my leg. “You might write another song, but you’ll never bring in that kind of money again.”

I didn’t hear if she said more as I turned and walked to the nearby double doors, blinded by tears. I hoped the wide hallway would somehow lead me to where I needed to be.


CHAPTER TEN

Roman

Jesus, what was that man doing? Proposing marriage?

It was almost three-thirty in the morning and Duk still hadn’t “completed his evening.” I couldn’t bear to sit in my private lounge any longer, so I went outside for air.

While the rest of the world slept, things at Jewel were still in full swing. I could’ve numbed my brain with mindless TV and chose to be woken by my hostess, but I was still too keyed up to sit still.

When I inquired about my client, our hostess confirmed that he was still with his date. This was one of the times when I wished I smoked, so at least I would have something to do while I was outside doing nothing.

I stood in the cold air for a while, watching the stars that seemed so much more plentiful up on the mountain, and listened to the faint feral sounds of fucking in the distance. Someone must have had an outdoors fantasy.

Boredom and disgust eventually forced me back toward the club.

As I turned for the door, it was flung open, crashing against the wall. And there she was, the Butterfly, exploding from the opening. Even without the mask and slight limp, I would recognize her anywhere. My heart leaped in my chest, and my mouth went dry as pure joy vibrated like a gong in my head.

As she walked toward me, her head down, Jack Marshall, one of the richest internet entrepreneurs in the world and my most vigorous competitor, followed and grabbed her arm. He was clearly drunk. And clearly angry.

“Why dunna you ‘cept my offer?” His words slurred into one another. “Isn’t it generous enough for you, you lil’ bitch? I’m tired of waiting”

“Please excuse me, Mr. Marshall.” Even under those circumstances, she used the same calm and measured tone she’d used with me. “And remove your hand.”

I started to intervene, but a large security guard dressed in fine menswear and trench coat stepped out of the dark and onto the sidewalk. Surely this man would do his job and make this creep leave her alone.

When he didn’t make a move to address the situation, I held back. Watching. Waiting. I knew the Butterfly had a great deal of pride and would want to handle this on her own. But I’d be ready if she couldn’t.

“Not until you’ve fulfilled your obligation to me!” he shouted, belligerent in his anger.

Her body tensed as her lips pursed into a thin line.

“I have no obligation to you, sir.” She made an effort to pull her arm out of his grip, but his hand clenched tighter, his hulking body no match for her frail form.

“I own this club, and so I own you. You’re very lucky I even made an offer for you. I can take what I want, when I want it.”

Why was the guard just standing there?

Her eyes narrowed, and her breathing became labored, her voice flat. “That would be considered rape, Mr. Marshall. You only own part of this establishment, sir, and I’m absolutely positive I wasn’t included with your purchase.”

He wasn’t deterred. “I’m tired of waiting for you, and no other woman in this club is worthy of my attention.”

She lifted her chin. “Please remove your arm so that I may return to my apartment.”

Instead, he moved forward, towering at least a head taller and more than twice her size. Before I could blink, his fat hands groped her breasts and he angled her toward the door. Trying to twist away from the bastard, she tripped and fell against the door as it slammed shut, and he pressed his massive body against hers. Monstrous hands then ripped open her cape and pawed at her shirt.

“I’ll fucking teach you not to refuse me,” he spat as there was a tearing sound, buttons flying as he ripped the gauzy black blouse she’d worn when she was with me.

The tiny fissures in Jewels facade widened to earthquake proportions. Billed as an elegant men’s club where women were willing participants well-trained in the art of pleasure, it suddenly seemed more likely to me that they were being held captive, financially manipulated, and mentally coerced.

I was already on the move. Someone had to stop the bastard from molesting her. Fuck. The man needed to be taken down a notch anyway.

“Good evening, Jack,” I said loud enough to startle him, my hand slamming down on his shoulder.

I’d startled her as well. They both looked at me, shock freezing them momentarily.

“Who the fuck are you?” Jack asked indignantly, his eyes crossing as he tried to focus on my face.

I shook my head in disbelief before it dawned on me I would need to put on a show of my own. The hulking guard who still did nothing but gape at the scene would be one of many, and if I wanted to help her I’d need to play a careful game.

My heart was erratic and beat so crazy it was a wonder all of them couldn’t hear it. Just being near her had my stomach in knots and her vulnerability to Jack had me grasping for calm. I was a tiny bit embarrassed that she was moments ago the star of the sexual fantasy that had me coming so hard I nearly passed out. But a protectiveness fueled me, making me willing to risk whatever was necessary to defend my Butterfly.

My Butterfly?

I took a quick step toward them, my grip on his shoulder clamping down harder. “Oh, come on, Jack, pretending you don’t know me won’t make this any better for you.”

“Roman Wellington? The crave.com guy?” A glint of recognition lit his eyes. “Can’t get it on your own, so you have to pay for it, eh?” The asshole laughed, but loosened his grip on her arm.

“I’m waiting on a client, I never purchase. Can’t say the same for you though.” Strange he’d taken that approach. I studied him closer. He really was drunk as hell.

“I own this place.” He puffed up his immense chest and said with a straight face, “I can sample what I want for quality.”

The lies men with money tell and actually believe. It still amazed me.

“That’s strange. I was coming in from a bit of fresh air and I couldn’t help notice you threatening to rape this woman. That’s illegal, no matter who you think you are.” I straightened my spine and clenched my teeth, though what I wanted to do was throw a right hook into his beady eyes.

My glare pierced through his drunken fog, and I watched pearls of sweat bead at his temple.

I nodded toward the guard. “I’m sure this gentleman here can confirm what I saw with a phone call to the police.”

“This gentleman here, you fucking piece of shit, works for me. If I want to throw her up against the wall and fuck her brains out, I can do it anytime, anywhere.”

I shoved, and the bastard lost his balance, letting go of Butterfly to catch himself on the wall of the building. She was trembling, so I nodded to her to make her escape. She carefully backed away from him as I stepped firmly in his way.

I watched him grapple with himself, his expression and inner turmoil obvious. Should he hold her there physically? For what purpose? Or should he let her go? While he seemed mired in indecision, she ducked past me and I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

Looking over my shoulder, I was surprised to see she hadn’t taken the opportunity to flee. Her panic-stricken eyes held mine, and I watched as something that looked like hope sparked before determination filtered in.

“Okay, then, just wait here while I call.” My thumb hit 9 then 1 then—

Just as I was about to press the green call button, his fat, sweaty hand tried to snatch it from my hand. The sloppy move was easy to evade.

“Not a smart move, Jack,” I warned. “Take my phone, and I’d have to add theft to the report.” If only I could’ve ripped his throat out.

“I let her go, you’ve nothing to report. Don’t fuck with me Mr. Crave.com… you’re nothing. Tenex Capitol owns everything, even the platform you work from. I could squash you in a minute, like a fucking cockroach.” His words dribbled together in a drunken jumble.

I shoved him into the wall again, hard enough for him to feel it tomorrow. “While I doubt you could, I’ll leave you to your fantasies.”

He clung to the wall. “I’m warning you.”

“Do your best, Jack. I’d be worrying about what I might know about your company. I could and most likely will dethrone you. Soon.” I turned to the security guard. “Tell my hostess that she can find me outside when my client is finished. Also, I suggest you take a moment to decide what kind of man you want to be in the future, one who watches a woman get raped or one who owns a pair of balls.”

I knew Jack Marshal was one of the richest man in the world. He owned everything, no one had the guts to cross him. There’d been rumors that Jack’s Tenex Capitol Holdings was doing some shitty and mostly illegal things. Somewhere in my gut, I knew butting heads with him was the right thing to do. I was a risk taker, even though this particular risk bordered on insanity.

I turned away from Jack and my eyes settled on the woman named for the most delicate of creatures, who apparently wasn’t quite so delicate. I moved toward her, unsure of what my next move would be.

Our eyes met, and I hesitated for a second. She was so remarkably beautiful, even while completely draped in black.

“You don’t want to go?” I asked after staring at her a moment too long.

“I couldn’t leave without thanking you.” Her voice was deep and sultry, like she wasn’t used to it.

“There’s no need. I was only doing what was right. Hope I didn’t cause you too much trouble.” I was grasping for more to say, not wanting to leave her company. Hoping she would ask me to take her away from this dark pleasure den.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured me and drew her cape around her tighter.

I was surprised when she motioned me to follow her. We fell in step together, walking down the sidewalk toward another building, the crisp, cold air a welcome change from Jewel’s warm, seductive scents. The sky glittered with stars, the rain having washed away the thick gray clouds, making the trees and walkways glisten with dampness, giving the night a spectacular flare. Or maybe it was just because she was next to me.

I looked over to her, not sure what else I might say. She drew her hood more tightly around her face and kept her eyes on the ground. I was curious as to why she was behaving like a Jewel now when we were both outside and free of the place.

“Most men here wouldn’t have stopped him.” She turned to me, our eyes meeting again.

“You deserve better.” I restrained my desire to sweep her up into my arms.

She nodded and whispered, “I do.”

“What’re you going to do now?” I asked, my heart pulsing strangely in my throat.

If only she’d allow herself to be revealed, throw off the mask and allow me to see what she kept hidden underneath. Then we’d be on equal footing at least. Surely, she was beautiful, with her ethereal pretense.

I found myself swallowed up in fantasy and felt like I knew her, like somehow, she already possessed my heart.

Which was completely unfeasible.

I was in lust with an illusion, and I so desperately wanted her to dispel it because somehow, I suspected I’d recognize the real woman she hid.

“I’m going to go back to my apartment, Mr. Wellington.”

“Before you go, please…” I touched her arm, hoping for the intimacy and nearness between us that I experienced in that room to return. I expected her to flinch, but she remained still. “Can I at least know your name, your real name?” I hoped she heard the sincerity in my voice.

She hesitated for a moment, and I withdrew my hand from her arm.

Something that resembled need crossed her face then the ever-present façade took over again. “I’m sorry, Mr. Wellington, you may call me Mona.” Her voice fell, and her face turned somber. “I don’t give clients my real name.”

“Well, then please, should we ever meet again, call me Roman.” I fished in my pocket for my wallet. “Mr. Wellington is… a math teacher or a butler or something. I’ve never been the Mr. Wellington type. My housekeeper calls me Mr. Wellington and it drives me nuts.” I smiled as I pulled my business card out of my wallet and handed it to her.

She took the card without looking at it and tucked it into a pocket in her cape, and my heart fell. It would probably be in a trash can the moment she entered her place.

She nodded. “Thank you, Roman.” Then she turned and walked away from me without a parting word.

There wasn’t anything for me to do but watch her leave.

A few moments later, my phone buzzed. Duk was escorted out of the club, drunk and dazed. He met me on the front steps, and I could see car lights flare in the parking lot ahead. Finally, our night was over.

“How’d it go, Duk?” I tried to sound jovial and interested.

“Oh, so fucking good,” he blathered with a loud chuckle. “My dick’s never been so happy. She was so fucking good to my dick.”

I forced myself to laugh with him in an effort to leave behind the cold that had filled me as I watched the Butterfly walk away. But while I loved how raw Duk could be at times, as he was ashamed of absolutely nothing, my thoughts were only on the mysterious woman with the mask.

“Glad to hear it.” I slapped him on the back.

“Can we come back again before I head to Korea? I’ve got to hit that one more time.” The words sounded awkward leaving his mouth, but he looked less intoxicated at the thought of another night of pleasure.

“Let’s see what we can fit into the schedule.” I guided him down the steps and toward the awaiting car.

As much as I loathed to ever see the place again, the thought of having another night with her was an enticing idea.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Adara

Emotions overwhelmed me as I walked back to my apartment. In my pocket my fingers played with the soft paper and raised lettering of Roman’s business card. I was sure I’d never call him, but it felt good knowing I had it. That I could.

I purposely left it in the pocket of my cape, right next to my cell phone, for no particular reason other than it seemed like that’s where it belonged.

My place was in the second building on the left and up a flight of steps. Although it was a small one-bedroom accommodation, it neatly housed everything I owned. Even though none of the stuff inside was really mine, I felt safe there. After what happened tonight, however, I realized I wasn’t safe anywhere.

It was such a jarring experience, my hands still trembled. I tried to find my thoughts and feelings on the matter, but my mind was a rambling blank space filled with only images of Roman’s face as he stepped up to defend me. Fragmented thoughts stabbed at me then disappeared, chased away by Roman’s touch on my arm.

Rape… he’d said rape.

I was almost raped.

Tears welled in my eyes, but I forced them back. I was not going to cry. I’d cried too much these past two years.

I found myself pacing the floor, unable to sleep.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and I froze.

Would the staff come looking for me? I hadn’t done anything wrong. I had to keep reminding myself of that.

I’d signed a contract, and in it, I was only obligated to perform as the Butterfly. I’d had to commit to rehearsals for new numbers, stay fit and healthy enough to perform, and not leave campus during the work week. Meals, medical care, costumes, and a cell phone were provided for me. For my service, I was paid twelve hundred dollars a month and given a place to live. If I received tips, they were mine to keep tax-free.

It wasn’t nearly enough to live on, and the management knew it, but for me, it was a place to stay where no one would ever know me. A sanctuary. They had no legal right to come for me. I’d refused a man’s advances, one I wasn’t contracted to accept. If they were going to try to force me to submit to Jack’s demands, it would be criminal.

As I stood and listened, I realized it was Janis, a Jewel who lived across the hall. It was almost four in the morning, too early for her to be coming home from work. Most Jewels didn’t finish until between six and eight in the morning.

I liked Janis, and at the moment, talking to someone who wouldn’t mess with my head was imperative, or I’d never sleep.

Slipping my mask back on, I opened the door when I heard her keys in the lock.

“Hey,” I said as I peeked my head out.

“Hey you,” she yelped, somewhat startled. “Can’t sleep?”

I was still wearing my cape, which she noticed with an odd look.

“Nope, what about you? Why are you home so early?” I hoped there wasn’t something wrong.

She looked at me distantly, her face a little sad. “No one made a bid for me tonight.” Her eyes dropped to the floor.

“I’m sorry. Do you want to come in and have a glass of wine or a Coke or something? I could really use the company.” I immediately regretted the words as I didn’t want to talk about what just happened. Or Roman. I wanted to hold the feelings he’d stirred in me that I hadn’t felt in so long to myself.

“Sure, why not.” Her voice was higher than usual, and I could tell not being chosen tonight somehow hurt her to her core.

It was a strange life we led. Here it was, nearly morning, and she and I were just winding down. At least, it was odd for me. I often got home around midnight, with shifts beginning at ten. The show started at eleven and since I was the opening act, I was usually able to be in bed by the time the Jewels were leading some man to theirs. I did need to be up for rehearsal in the morning, while Janis would be free to sleep in — unless it was Monday, a meeting day.

Janis entered my apartment, and I hung up her cape, then checked the mirror to make sure my mask was properly in place. I wore it around everyone. I always did. It was weird for people at first, but most everyone was used to it by now. I’d heard the stories and knew people thought I was grossly disfigured. To me, I was, but I’d seen worse scars than mine.

“What’ll it be?” I asked in a chipper tone, trying to lighten her mood.

“Do you have wine?” Her voice was small and distant as she glanced around the living room looking lost.

“Of course. A glass of wine sounds great after the night I’ve had.” Dammit. I’d jumped right in.

“Yeah, why are you home so late?” She looked at me with interest.

I went into the kitchen and poured us both a glass of Merlot, then came out with a bag of chips and the wine.

“Oh my god, chips.” Her eyes widened like a junk food junkie.

“I know.” I smiled devilishly.

“How’d you get them? In our meetings they are always going over what we can’t eat… ever.” She rolled her eyes, which then fixated on the contraband.

“I can’t tell you or I’d have to kill you. Are you sure you want to chance it?’ I shook the bag enticingly before dumping its contents in a bowl and placing it on the coffee table. “The chip police might come get you.”

I knew these women often lost sight of anything that wasn’t related to the fantasy and mystique Jewel represented.

“I suppose a few won’t hurt,” she whispered as she took a chip and her glass of wine and curled up with them in her lap. Janis nibbled on her chip like the grease would go straight to her hips and give her away. “So, what happened?” Her eyes were lively, ready for late night gossip.

“Jack Marshall made another offer, which I refused.” I stopped there, figuring the fewer details I shared about what happened outside, the better, especially because I hadn’t had the chance to work my way through the problem of Jack. But Janis was the one and only person I could call friend at the moment, other than Brandy, who I was losing faith in. I trusted Janis, to a degree. “Then this incredibly hot guy paid an insane amount of money to have a conversation with me.”

Janis’ eyes bulged, and her mouth dropped open. “All you did was talk?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. Taking a sip of wine, the tart flavor filled my senses to blot out the way my blood sang at the thought of Roman.

“Wow, sounds like you enjoyed yourself. That’s never happened to me.” Her expression turned worried. “I sure wish someone had picked me tonight, my Neiman Marcus credit card bill is due. Then there’s Johnny’s school tuition too.”

I could tell her stress was mounting, so I changed directions. “How’s Johnny doing?” I asked as I tossed her a throw and tucked another around my legs.

“He’s good. He got kindergarten student of the month last week. The school sent me pictures.” She eyed the bowl of chips and gripped her wine glass tightly. “His dad usually pays for boarding school, but Frank told me this was gonna be his last year paying for school. I’ll have to come up with the money myself or find another arrangement.”

“Doesn’t he pay child support?” I seemed to be talented at bringing things up that were stressful to her.

“We had an agreement. But him and his wife have apparently reconciled. They’re expecting a baby, and she’s put pressure on him to cut ties with us and reduce what he pays to the legal max.” Janis took a swig of wine. “He’s going to continue paying some expenses, but unless I hire a lawyer, I’ll have to take what I can get.”

“Oh, Janis…”

“That’s what I get for falling in love with a married man.” She paused, and her eyes went a bit dreamy and far away. “You know, even after all I’ve been through with him I still can’t help but want to be with him.” She shrugged. “Guess I’m not lucky at love.”

“I know what you mean.” The way the words came out of my mouth gave away too much and made me wish I could confide in her, tell her to do whatever it took to be with the man she loved. Because one day it might be too late.

Janis pierced me with her crystal blue eyes. “Even if you won’t talk about it, your sadness gives it away.”

I looked down so she wouldn’t see the tears pricking my eyes. “Sometimes things are too painful to talk about.”

She laid her hand on top of mine and squeezed, then sat back and let out a long breath. “Tell me more about this man who wanted to talk. Was he old and crusty, couldn’t get it up? Some of their fetishes are pretty weird. Did he expose himself or ask you if he could suck on your nose?”

“What?! No!”

She grinned. “It’s an actual fetish, nose sucking. There’s all kinds, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. I once had a client who got turned on by wood. Not just any wood now, it had to be a fine cherry wood finish.”

I was stunned to silence for a moment then laughed. “I guess a good sand job would make all the difference. Splinters, you know?”

Janis hooted. “Yep. When the hostess mistakenly provided a walnut table, he couldn’t get it up.”

I fell over on the couch laughing, and we made jokes about barking up the wrong tree and knot holes until tears poured down our faces.

When we finally calmed down, Janis asked, “Is there anyone you’re interested in?”

The lightheartedness that I hadn’t felt in so long vanished and I swallowed, shaking my head. “That part of my life is over.”

“Oh, Mona, you could have any man who comes here. Just don’t get too attached.”

I shook my head again. Despite their line of work, a lot of Jewels had boyfriends or clients they saw on the side who provided them company and a chance for a deeper relationship. Kind of like a glorified Sugar Daddy. Unfortunately, none of them were very healthy relationships.

As always, I turned the attention back to her. “Anyone catch your eye lately?”

“As a matter of fact, I have a crush on one of my regulars. He’s dripping in money, and he said he’s gonna ask me to meet him outside the club one day. Maybe that could turn into something.” Her face lit up with a smile.

“Well, that sounds promising,” I said, even though I couldn’t imagine dating anyone who partook of what was offered at Jewel. Roman’s face popped into my mind, and I quickly pushed it back out.

After we chatted a little while longer, we said good night and I tucked myself into bed, trying not to think about the problem of Jack.

I’d drunk a lot of wine, hoping to fall into a dreamless sleep. I dreamed about Nate most nights. Sometimes, the dreams were wonderful, but they were usually the same dream, a memory really, of when we were at the fair and he won me a stuffed monkey from the basketball toss. The one I still wrapped my arms around every night.

As the wine took me under, I could already almost hear the carnies calling out, tempting passersby with an easy win. The wind carried the scent of corndogs and cotton candy, and I turned to see Nate frown at the gathering crowd.

When I heard the click of camera phones, I knew we’d been discovered: Nate Galloway and Adara Wilde — hottest couple of the year.

Nate handed me the stuffed monkey, and in our failed disguises of baseball caps and sunglasses, we waved to the crowd then made a dash for the arena where we were scheduled to perform.

The sky went from a dazzling blue to threateningly gray. Our tour manager, Don, was nervous about the coming storm. But since the seats were already filling up and the venue hadn’t called it, we went out on stage as usual.

Our dynamic performing together was magic, as it always was.

Then the lights became lightning. The drums thunder. Wind whipped my hair into my face.

Deep inside the dream, I fought to escape the nightmare. I clawed for the surface, but even as I screamed for Nate to help me, his warm blue eyes sparkled with stage lights and love across the space littered with wires and sound equipment. I took in his features, his strong jaw, perfect nose, because I knew I would never see them again.

But when the wind should have whipped across the venue, the song stretched on until we sang the last verse. As it ended, Nate approached me, handing me the stuffed monkey he’d won again.

“I want you to get rid of this monkey.” Nate lifted a lock of hair away from my eyes the way he always did and flashed his incredible smile.

I gasped, holding the stuffed animal close to my chest. “It’s the last thing you ever gave me, Nate, I’d never—”

“I know,” he interrupted, “but it’s time to let go, begin your life again.”

My head spun, and I dropped my microphone and it made an amplified thump that vibrated through my chest. “No, Nate!”

But he was gone… sucked into the sky. Away from life.

Away from me.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Roman

After dropping Duk off at his hotel, my driver took me to the ranch in the hills of Montana that had been in our family for years. Previous generations had used it as a summer house, to escape the heat of the city, but I lived here year round. The sky was tinged with pink at the horizon as I let myself in.

“Good morning, Mr. Wellington.” Ms. White, my house manager, greeted me at the door with her usual note of formality. It hit me suddenly that while I’d known her all my life, I didn’t know how many years she’d been in my family’s employ, or even how old she was. Her face had a timeless quality, but with the old-fashioned style uniform she wore, I judged her to be in her late sixties.

She’d worked for my family since she was a young woman, and still adhered to the old-school rules of service. In return for her loyalty, her salary was now as high as my managing directors. The family had always expected a lot from her, but she always far exceeded those expectations, making herself available night and day. When I was a kid, I was convinced she was a vampire because I could never catch her sleeping. Even now, no matter what time I got in, she was always there to greet me at the door. It seemed she had a weird kind of telepathy, sensing when I’d arrive.

I’d often felt bad for her because with no other members of my family in residence anymore, usually she was alone in this huge house. I wondered if she ever missed my mother and father, or the way it had been with us kids growing up. Probably not, she was pretty stuffy. Besides, I employed a few others, daytime people who cleaned or did odd jobs and took care of the property, but she was the only one who lived on the ranch. I was often away on business or working late in the office and she had no family of her own. Apparently, she’d been married when she was younger, but her husband was killed in a car accident, which was what prompted her to take a job in the first place.

The entrance hall, with its expanse of marble and tall ceiling, seemed especially cold and empty tonight, the house silent aside from the ever-ticking grandfather clock. There wasn’t much to keep a manager busy. No cooking or cleaning up, as I never ate at home. If and when my family were in town or I had a gathering of any kind, I hired a team of people to attend them. Which never failed to rumple her feathers.

But I never had many visitors. Liliana and Pete were my most frequent guests and sometimes my older sister, but my brothers and parents had lives elsewhere, my parents basing out of New York City. It was a huge home to live in alone, big enough to house them all and yet they rarely came.

It wasn’t that they didn’t like me, I think they found me boring. Who wouldn’t when they spent half their time going on adventures? Compared to safaris in Africa or deep sea diving the Great Barrier Reef, my little palace with its mountain backdrop was a dead bore.

“Do you need anything?” Ms. White asked, not even a note of sleepiness in her voice.

“No, I’m rather tired, so I’ll probably sleep in late. You should do the same.” Fatigue was setting in, and I caught myself in a yawn. “Just make sure I’m not interrupted. Unless the house is on fire of course, or a parade of monkeys and the circus traipses through.” I laughed, still feeling giddy, hoping she’d join me, but her face remained stoic and uninspired.

“Of course,” she responded mechanically.

Maybe in addition to her holiday bonus this year, I’d get her a ziplining expedition. Something to rattle those old bones.

“Thank you, Ms. White.” I turned from her and made my way up the sweeping staircase.

My parents hadn’t wanted me to buy this house from them and had tried to convince me to settle in one of the other properties they owned that was smaller and more manageable. But those were in New York or Seattle. Even the condo I kept in Butte, the closest nearby city, was surrounded by bustling motion. I liked the seclusion this old house provided. I also had fond memories growing up here. I had a huge family and I wanted there to always be a base for all of us, so any of us seven kids — who were now spread out all over the world — had a place to go where we were the happiest. Plus, it made me feel closer to them.

Upstairs in my private suite — an apartment with a living room, bedroom, study, weight room, and bathroom — the Butterfly haunted me. The mask, her voice, and all the gracious lines that composed her body combined to make the most beautiful woman I could recollect ever seeing. I couldn’t get the vision of her — flying across the theater, sitting across from me — out of my mind. I felt consumed by her.

I needed a distraction.

Playing the piano always soothed my soul when I was feeling irritated, so I sat down in front of it. But the only music that would come to mind was the lilting tune she’d sang as she hung suspended in the air.

I could still almost hear her voice accompanying the song, that raspy, honeyed tone that had aroused every sensation in me.

She’d possessed me. I laughed and shook my head. She’d tantalized me into spending a middle-class man’s annual wage to merely talk to her. And now I was dreaming of her like I was the only client in an upscale brothel.

That’s what I was. A client. In a brothel.

I slammed my hands down on the keys and shot to my feet, ripping my hands through my hair. I had to find a way to change her perception of me. I needed a way into her world.

After punishing myself with twice my regular regimen of weight lifting, I fell into bed well after the sun had risen.

When I woke in the morning, or rather, afternoon, I was disappointed that I hadn’t dreamed of her.

I’d been hoping that I’d have a nocturnal experience to rival what my imagination had so lustfully delivered in Jewel’s private room. It was a little sad that I needed to dream of a woman rather than have her. And it was odd for me, as I usually never had any trouble getting what I wanted.

Facing the day, I let the warm water of the shower invigorate my muscles. As I stood under the spray, I mused over the evening before, going over the details in an effort to find a way to see her again. I wanted to fulfill my fantasy and make love to her as I’d promised.

Right then I decided I would go back to Jewel with Duk, and I would pay to see her again. That, however, wasn’t a solution to my problem, because I’d have to pay to make love to her. I didn’t think either of us were on board with that. I had to think of a way around this particular problem. Another conversation perhaps, during which I could convince her to allow me to touch her this time? I was filled with a sudden need to taste her. I took care of my own need in the shower.

As I shaved, I grumbled at the fact that I hadn’t jacked off twice in twelve hours since high school. No woman had ever affected me this way. Damn it. She was too good for Jewel and its debauchery. I needed to find a way to see her outside of the club. I’d hate for our first sexual encounter to be under the shadow of prostitution.

Yet, she’d already refused me, and I wasn’t even sure she liked me.

I was driving myself nuts and coming no closer to a solution, so I went downstairs to find Ms. White. She’d at least provide me with the sour-faced reality I needed at the moment.

I found her in the kitchen cooking lunch, which smelled heavenly. I decided to break through my usual business-like demeanor and try a more amicable approach with Ms. White and see how she responded. It was a long shot, but maybe this Butterfly woman didn’t respond to me because I was too stuffy. Pete had certainly complained about it enough times.

“What are you cooking, Martha? It smells amazing.” I sniffed the air and smiled for show.

I watched her body tense at the casual way I’d addressed her. Her eyes widened for a moment, but she gathered her wits and steadied herself again.

“Cornish game hen. I figured you’d be quite hungry, having missed breakfast.” She busied herself wiping down the marble counter with a thick black towel, keeping her eyes leveled on her work to avoid making eye contact with me.

“Right. I stayed up most of the night, couldn’t sleep at all. I think I finally passed out at seven or something. I’ve never done that.” I marveled at myself, staying up past dawn and sleeping until the afternoon.

“You needed your rest, sir.” She collected crumbs from the counter in her hand and flung it into the trash with an expert’s ease.

She didn’t look up from her work to acknowledge me. As she continued to hold herself as if I were a drill sergeant, I began to fear that my influence on women who were not particularly interested in my money was slight.

My own mother was distant, always so busy flitting from one charity event to the next that it was all I could do to schedule a conversation with her.

But, dammit, I craved attention at the moment. I needed a mothering hand, a solid shoulder, advice.

I certainly could’ve called my own mother, but I knew she would probe, and I wanted to be as vague as possible. I couldn’t very well call my mother and ask her how to gain the attention of a woman I’d prostituted last night for her company.

My parents were good people, solid and smart. And wealthy. Being such, they were on the board of this and that, and they traveled extensively. Since both had been raised sheltered in wealthy families, they’d never really had the grounded base of an average person’s reality. So even if I could bypass the awkwardness, they probably wouldn’t be able to offer much insight. They were also in their late seventies.

At thirty-two years old, my twin sister and I were the youngest of seven, four brothers and one sister, plus us. All of my brothers were significantly older than me, the eldest having just turned fifty. My twin sister and I were sort of a mistake, although no one ever talked about it that way, but we were born ten years after our nearest sibling.

Ms. White was going to have to be my impromptu therapist. I had friends, but none who were as close as my sister — god knows I couldn’t talk to her about this — and none were worth troubling with such intimate issues. Besides, Liliana was out of the country.

Having made the decision to have a heart-to-heart with Ms. White, I blurted out, “So, how do you know when a woman is interested in you?”

I closed my eyes when she expelled a small rasping cough. Maybe I was as stuffy as Pete said.

Ms. White found her voice and recovered faster than I expected. “I couldn’t say, Mr. Wellington, I’ve never been known to have any effect on a woman.” Despite her best effort to joke, her face flushed a deep scarlet red.

“No, I guess you haven’t, but when you were um… when you met your husband. Did you give him any sign that you were interested in him?” I was swimming in dangerous waters, but if the stiff-as-a-board Ms. White had fallen in love with a guy, certainly she’d know how to get to the Butterfly.

“It was a different day and age, then. My father arranged our marriage.” She slid a plate in front of me weighed down with a glistening game hen trimmed with asparagus. “What would you like to drink, sir?”

Her formality had to go. I needed human interaction, not Jeeves the butler.

“Wow, this looks wonderful.” My mouth went wet with anticipation of the excellent meal, but I held off my indulgence for a moment longer. “I’ll have a lime and soda water and just a moment more of your time.”

I watched her back tense as she turned away from me to fetch my water from the fridge. “As you wish.”

“Did you love your husband?” I asked, fearful I was overstepping a line, but it’d been years since he passed.

“I did,” she said, setting the frosty bottle of Ty Nant water in front of me.

She turned from me again to slice a small lime in half. She rimmed the juice around a tall crystal glass, squeezing the rest inside. I stared at her, hoping for more of an answer. She remained silent, twisting open the water.

“Should I not’ve asked? Is it too painful a memory?”

“Not anymore.” She carefully poured the beverage into my glass, eyeing it with laser focus. She was hiding something, to protect herself I suspected.

“You ever get lonely here?” I tried another approach.

“It’s pleasant enough.” Her eyes were still fixated on the stream of bubbling water filling my glass.

“Well, I’m lonely here. I’d love to fill this place with, you know, laughter, movie nights, dancing, kids, dirty sneakers… the way it was when Liliana and I were growing up.”

“Would you?” She looked up in surprise, as if my admission had shocked her out of her rigid persona.

Would I? It was the first I’d thought of it and it had just come tumbling out of my mouth. Did I want kids? Kids always wanted dogs. Maybe I’d get a dog.

“It’s been so long, I hardly remember,” she grumbled as if she were dead inside. She finished pouring my drink and slid it over next to the plate.

Taking that as an invitation to eat, I dove into the hen and shoved a bite into my mouth. I was much hungrier than I’d thought. “This is excellent. Are you going to have some?” I raised a heaping fork in her direction.

Her eyes flashed with distress. “No, sir, I’ve had lunch.” She’d quickly reined herself in and was a stuffy old badger flicking a towel once again.

“You’re not going to talk to me, are you?” I asked, giving up my fruitless mission.

“What would you like me to say?” She sighed, and her stiffened posture relaxed a fraction.

“I don’t know. I met a woman last night I’d really like to get to know, but she gave me the cold shoulder. I just can’t figure out why… thought maybe you’d know.” I felt remarkably uncomfortable having doffed my business-as-usual attitude and wished I hadn’t let my guard down.

Ms. White stopped her cleaning and turned to face me, taking a deep breath. “I’ve known you most of your life, Mr. Wellington, and I would suggest you try to relax. Liliana and that Peter seem to have a lot of fun, maybe they can teach you how to loosen up. God knows, I’m not the one to help you with that.”

She laughed and shook her tea towel at me like I was eight years old again, making me grin. “Help me anyway.”

“I will say, though, I know you’re a good man and when it comes to women, what most want is respect. Give her a chance to impress you, don’t always be looking to run the show. Sometimes all you have to do is listen. Women, above all things, want to be heard, understood, and appreciated.” She removed her apron and smoothed out the creases on her uniform.

“Thank you for your candor, Ms. White. I’ll take your advice and do what I can with it.” I gave her a broad smile, hoping she saw the sincerity in it.

“I’m sure you will,” she said, returning the smile. “Look for the beauty inside, because a smart woman knows her beauty will fade.”

The beauty within. For the first time, I wondered if the Butterfly wore her mask to hide something she felt kept her from being beautiful.

Could I make her feel beautiful without her mask?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Adara

It was as if my own shout ripped me from the dream, and I bolted upright in bed, my heart shattering in my chest.

The sun shone through the window. It was Saturday, and late by the slant of the light. But I didn’t care. I just wanted my old life back. Or any life beside the one I now led. I missed Nate, my sweet, caring, reckless Nate. I flopped back down on the pillows and burst into tears.

And cried myself back to sleep.

Nate’s hands were cupping my cheeks. “Adara, I’m not coming back. It’s time you let go and live. What you’re doing now, it’s not living. Don’t bury yourself, you’ve so much more to live for and so much to offer.”

He moved closer and ran the back of his hand down my cheek, making me shudder. I couldn’t let him go, could never. I shook my head as a tear rolled down my cheek.

Nate’s body pressed against mine, and he bent his knees a little as he pulled me close. I could feel the heat of him, the heat of his precious breath.

“I’ll always love you, Adara. I want you to find someone who loves you like I did. Don’t run from love, you deserve it.” He dipped his head and pressed his lips to mine.

A sigh escaped as I opened to his kiss. It felt so good to have his arms around me again.

He was warm and comfortable, and as we kissed, he became more passionate, more intense. Taking control, crushing me against his hard chest and plundering my mouth with his tongue.

He’d never kissed me this way. He was Nate, and Nate was the nice guy who would never dream of kissing me until we were rife with raw, unbridled sensuality. I could hear his breathing, ragged, and it thrilled me to know I could excite him this much.

My panties grew wet with desire, and I shifted so I could rub my breasts against his chest, wanting him to do more than just kiss me.

Feeling flirty, I pulled away from our kiss for a moment to tease him. My breath seized in my throat.

Nate wasn’t standing before me with his kind blue eyes.

It was Roman.

The stage, the fans had disappeared and there was only me and Roman. Roman, with his blazing hot stare that could make me want to wiggle in my seat, stood there. His eyes were like smoldering embers, a mix of brown and yellow hues with enough fire in them to ignite us both.

When he gave me a wide smile, his face opened into a friendliness that made me want to share my burdens with him. “Don’t run from this, Adara, you deserve it.” His husky, sex-laced voice was somehow a mixture of Nate’s and his own, and it hummed through me as he leaned in and trailed kisses down my cheek, my neck.

My mask. Where was my mask?

“Stop, I… you can’t see me like this.” I pushed on his shoulder.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered as he gathered me to his chest and held me tightly. “Someday, I’ll make you see how beautiful you really are.”

I shook my head. I needed to… to…

His mouth on my neck was clouding my brain, making heat simmer in my abdomen.

“You don’t want me to stop,” he breathed like some kind of Latin lover in the movies, and I could feel his lips turn up into a smile.

A laugh tinkled out of me before I could stop it. Then he laid kisses over my collarbone, down my chest. I opened my mouth to tell him to stop and his lips clamped around my nipple, sucking it into his mouth. It was as if there was a string that started in his mouth and pulled tight from my nipple to my core. My toes scrunched up as his hand ran down the outer curve of my breast, over my ribs, waist, circled my hip then lifted my short skirt and covered me.

My blood rushed faster, and I knew I was panting, but I couldn’t stop myself. Everything in me wanted more pressure from his hand.

His mouth moved to my neck as he dipped his finger into my underwear and slid it slowly between my folds. Letting out a hissing “yes,” his finger found a rhythm as it skimmed across my sensitive skin.

My hips bucked, wanting his finger to go deeper, and his rock-hard cock jutted into my stomach. A moan escaped me, and I gave in to this wild feeling, wrapping my arms around his neck as I pressed my face against his hard pecs.

His finger was joined by another and together they circled my clit, spiraling mercilessly as he pressed his body closer to mine. My hips instinctively gyrated against him and his other hand gripped my ass as he stooped, pressing his erection against my mound and rutting sensuously back and forth against me.

My eyes wanted to roll into the back of my head, and I plunged my hands into his hair, gripped it as if that could keep me from unraveling into oblivion. A tingle shot up my spine as one finger found my opening and pressed inside, then pumped in and out, in sync with his hips.

“Do you still want me to stop?” he asked as he slowed his pace and angled his body even closer to mine, his thick hardness buried against my belly.

I thought about Nate’s sweet face, the way he kissed me, his lips so soft and caring. No one other than him had kissed me since that terrible day.

“Will you let me love you?” Roman whispered in my ear as he slid his tongue along the rim.

Moisture gushed from me, wetting his fingers.

He laughed. “Whatever your mouth says, I think your pussy has said it louder.”

He moved from my ear to my mouth and kissed me again. Soft, sensuous, his mouth moved against mine. When I parted my lips to tell him I couldn’t let myself have this, he nipped at mine before offering me his tongue.

Fire roared within me, the heat scrambling my brain.

“You haven’t answered me,” he scolded as he removed his fingers and lifted me against him, spreading my legs across his chiseled abs.

My whole body cried out at the loss of his fingers and my insides clenched, searching. Then he shifted me lower, positioning my entrance right at the tip of his cock. I couldn’t think, could only focus on the tip of him that would only need to move a fraction before it was inside me, stretching me. Filling the ache.

“Will you let me love you?” he asked again, resting his full length between my lips and tilting his hips up so his cock slid through my wetness and over my clit.

A sound that was half whimper half wail left me. “Yes,” I breathed. “Yes, please.”

Then I was wrapped around him as he slid into me in tiny, teasing thrusts. His mouth resumed its position, taking, giving heat.

I was at his mercy. “More.”

His fingers tightened on my ass and he growled, going still for a second as if fighting the beast within. “Promise.” He sank himself inside me to the hilt and held my hips tightly to him.

I cried out and my legs and arms tensed around him as my hips tried to buck, to let him plunge inside again, but he held me immobile.

His teeth sank into my neck, took my flesh into his mouth. When he came up for air again, he breathed, “Promise to let me love you.”

My head fell back as a wave of longing wrung through me. I’d say anything, do anything. “I promise.”

He lifted me, sliding me up his length, then slammed me down again. I met each thrust of his hips with my own as he pumped in and out of me. I could feel him grow harder, larger inside me, yet he centered on my pleasure, bending and taking first one nipple into his mouth then the other. He explored my body, looking for the places that made me gasp or moan.

When his cock touched a spot deep within me, a place of arousal and sensation so laced with nerves it shot explosions of pleasure through my entire body, I screamed.

His cock hit the spot again, and I sank my teeth into his shoulder to bite back another scream.

He smiled against my breast. “Ah, there it is.” Then danced his dick over that place until every muscle in my core clenched into a ball and my vision blurred. He laughed a self-satisfied laugh. “Are you ready?”

“Ready?” I panted as I dug my fingernails into his back.

He slid his tongue along the nape of my neck as he drew my body upwards, closer, melding us into almost one.

The stubble of his chin scraped my neck as I moaned in response, “Ready. Please.”

“Remember, you promised to let me love you,” he instructed as he drove his cock into me sharp and fast. Pulling my legs tighter around his waist, he locked them behind him with one arm as the other pressed me tightly to his chest.

His hips were molded to me as he jettisoned into my pussy with short, deep thrusts, his moans and growls matching mine now as I angled my hips to take more of him inside. My belly was a twisted knot of tickling heat that spiraled up to my heart and seized it hard as I exploded. My legs shook, and I quaked around him, clenching and releasing, then clenching harder, releasing longer. Heat bloomed between my legs and I flooded his cock.

“Look at me,” he rasped, his breathing stuttering, every muscle in his body flexed and straining.

I turned my face to his and our eyes met. And I was overwhelmed by pleasure, by desire, by love…

He plunged into me once more, and he roared as he filled me on a long shudder. My pussy clenched around him, squeezing until I’d drained him before his muscles went slack.

Still buried in my center, he leaned in, kissed my lips. “Don’t ever forget this,” he said sweetly as he cradled me in his arms, and I laid my head on his shoulder, closing my eyes with a contented sigh.

When my eyes opened, I was still trying to catch my breath. Smiling, I stretched and sleepily realized I was hot and wet and satisfied. “Wow,” I whispered.

The smile died when I shifted to hug myself and the stuffed monkey flopped off the pillow onto my chest.

I flew up to a sitting position and looked around the room to make sure it had been a dream. It was so real. Roman had been so real, my body was still throbbing from it.

And I’d promised to let him love me.

Rolling onto my side, I saw that my monkey had fallen onto the floor. I immediately reached for it, but paused.

“It’s time we had some space, little guy. Just some space for now,” I said as I stretched, trying to drive out the fatigue.

I picked up my cell phone. “Aghh, two o’clock.” I only had eight hours until I had to be back at Jewel. Not quite enough time to get my life together and leave.

I knew I was being crazy thinking that way, but maybe I could find something else. Being at Jewel was making me feel depressed all the time. I only had one day of freedom, which had seemed like enough in the beginning, when I was driving myself in an effort to not think about the past.

Sometimes, it felt like slavery. And now, after the run-in with Brandy, then Jack last night, I had to wonder if some of it wasn’t close to actual sex slavery. I would never allow myself to be manipulated into selling myself. But would I be given that choice?

There were two unanswered calls from Brandy. I laid in bed and listened to her voicemails, which only spiked my anxiety. She was “calling to see if I was okay,” which I interpreted as making sure I hadn’t committed suicide and would be at work on time. There had been a suicide last month and everyone was still on edge from it.

Well, after that conversation last night, fuck her. When I showed up, then she’d have her answer.

After watching the ceiling fan make its lazy rotation over and over and wondering how many women had been pressured the way I had last night and not had the leverage to stand up for themselves, or a handsome gentleman to take on their aggressor, I finally hoisted my body out of bed.

My leg, which had been completely shattered in the accident, was reconstructed over a series of surgeries. Despite being pinned back together, I had lost a lot of muscle function when the ligaments were ruined beyond repair. My only option had been cadaver muscles to replace the useless ones, but my health insurance was cut off before I had a chance to explore that option.

I mostly dragged my leg behind me like dead weight without the brace. I’d gone from America’s Top 50 Most Beautiful Women — number nine, behind Angelina Jolie — to covering my face with a mask and walking like Quasimodo, the Hunchback of Notre Dame. I laughed at myself and made “bwahaha” sounds as I ambled my way into the bathroom to brush my teeth.

Usually, I avoided my reflection in the mirror, but this morning, like a person on the interstate craning their neck to see a car wreck, I inspected myself closer. The scar that ran from the uppermost part of my eyelid — I had just missed being blinded in my left eye — and curved to cut through the middle of my cheek was still a distinct, raised line. No amount of makeup could hide it without also making me resemble a plastic faced mannequin.

I was forever changed by the accident, but Brandy was right in a way. I had to stop running from the past. But instead of forgetting it, I needed to face it.

I traced my finger slowly over the scar.

Someday, I’ll make you see how beautiful you really are.

Last night, Roman had been unreal and that had apparently trickled into my dreams.

“I’m not beautiful, not anymore,” I told my reflection. Then looked closer, trying to see past the scar. “Am I?”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Roman

Since Adam had left an urgent message on my phone, I drove to my office in Butte since I didn’t have anything else to do besides harass my housekeeper.

Even though it was Saturday, it was nothing for most of my staff to be in the office. I gave out quite a lot of perks and people went over and above to reach their goals within my employment.

“Adam,” I greeted my assistant and stopped in front of his desk as he stood with a distracted frown.

“Sir, I phoned you. There’s been an internet article on whistleblower dot com naming Crave as a top company for taking advantage of the third-world poor. They’ve made some concerning allegations and name several items on the online shopping platform.”

This wasn’t completely unusual. Any time you were at the top there were plenty of people trying to pull you down again.

“Show me the article.”

Adam typed on his keyboard then swiveled his screen so I could read the article, which claimed I was using people in dire poverty to sell their goods at ten times what I paid for them. It ultimately accused me of enslaving the poor to make a huge profit for myself.

I gritted my teeth, pissed at news stories that didn’t come close to the truth. “Don’t be concerned unless this is mentioned in multiple sources. Someone is always trying to peck away at anything successful.” As I strolled into my office, images of a pissed Jack Marshall popped into my head. To cover my bases, I called my publicity team to ensure that the next round of advertising spotlighted a synopsis of the many businesses and schools I’d built with company funds and the partnerships I’d forged in developing nations.

After that, because of my run in with Marshall, I called Peter. Better safe than sorry. The asshole immediately switched the phone call to a Facetime call.

“Brooooooo!” was Peter’s overenthusiastic answer, doubly jolting because of his overzealous expression popping up unexpectedly on my phone screen. “You should be here.” Before I could say a word, he maneuvered the iPhone camera three hundred and sixty degrees, and I caught a dizzying glimpse of the Canadian landscape.

I instantly regretted calling.

“Hey there, broski,” Liliana added, popping onto the screen with a wide smile. “Are you at the office? You need to be here, stat! Weekends are for weekending, workaholic. Get your overworking ass out here. We saw a bear this morning, and you missed it.” Her smile melted into a pout.

As much as I hated to admit it, she was gloriously happy with Pete. He — for all of his devil-may-care philosophy on living, and his throw common sense to the wind lifestyle — was great for her. She’d been the more adventurous of the two of us and she needed a man who loved her quirks and enthusiasm.

Ever since we were little, she’d been hatching one scheme or another. She’d set up a stand on the lawn of our city estate and thrown her all into whatever her latest passion had been. There was: “Save the wild river ducks,” “Lemonade fundraiser for Lyme disease,” and my personal favorite of her awareness campaigns, “Halitosis happens, dare to carry a spare,” where she’d handed out free toothbrushes and mouthwash. She was one of a kind.

As grateful as I was that she’d found her happily ever after, I was also jealous. We were the same age, so I’d often compared our lives and hers had more dimension.

Being a billionaire and running a successful internet shopping site had its upsides. However, looking at her on my iPhone screen put things into perspective.

She had a successful career of her own running a nonprofit organization that helped foster kids and the summer camps that were set up for them. She certainly didn’t squander her life but filled it with rich experiences. When she’d told me recently that she and Pete were trying to start a family, that hit me the hardest.

“Romanski, you’re in the Butte? You have to get your ass out of there and into this wilderness, it’ll bring the manness out in you,” Pete interjected, sucking in what I assumed was pine-scented air. “It’s visceral. Hey, what do you take when your butt hurts?”

“What? My manness is doing fine. Did you fall. Never mind, I don—”

“You take an Assprin!” Pete guffawed. Like a fifth-grade boy, he could never get over my office being located in the city of Butte, Montana.

I squeezed my eyes closed and sighed. “Ha ha. Look, Pete—” I’d learned from multiple painful experiences not to call Pete Peter when he was in joke mode. “It’s the business I was calling about. No need to worry, just wanted to let you know in case Jack Marshall makes any trouble.” I filled Pete in on Jack and the internet article.

“That’s such shit. How many businesses and schools in poor areas have you set up with whatever they needed? I bet Marshall is behind the whole thing. He never could take a beating.”

“Well, let’s forget about it. It’s probably just some kind of social media rumor. May I talk to Lily for a sec?” I grimaced at the awkwardness of it all.

Always chipper and joyful, she grabbed the phone and shooed Pete away. “Sure, what’s up?”

Pete leaned back into view and shot his fist out into the air as a sign of rousing encouragement. “Bro, grab a plane and get your ass out here. We’ll have a cold one waiting on deck for you. Grab your balls and come on.”

They were too much.

“My balls are happy here, thanks…” I closed my eyes, unbelieving Peter had goaded me into talking this way in front of my sister. And I’d lied too. After last night, my balls were definitely not happy. “Next time,” I mumbled.

Pete’s face lit up. “He said balls, Lil. There’s hope for your brother after all!” A hoot sounded before Liliana’s face popped back on the screen.

“Are you okay?” Her face flashed genuine concern as she leaned into the camera.

“I’m fine. I’ve… well, I need some advice. I can’t believe I’m asking you this, but there’s a woman I’m interested in getting to know…” How was I supposed to ask my sister how to come on to a woman I’d paid to talk to me?

“Pete told me you went to a brothel last night.” She giggled. “Did you fall in love with a hooker? Roman, how Pretty Woman of you. I won’t tell Mom a thing. It’ll be just between us.” Her wide smile was so innocent, I knew she was being sincere.

“She’s not a hooker. Even if she was, that’s not the problem. She’s already rebuffed me. However, I don’t think it’s because she’s disinterested. So, what’s a good tactic to get her to let her guard down and trust me?” Heat rose at my temple and sweat started to bead out on my skin, which was uncharacteristic of me in any situation.

“Sorry, I don’t have great advice for you, Roman. Just be yourself and be honest with her. What I’ve learned most about relationships is that you can’t hide from yourself, eventually your partner will discover who you are so you’re going to have to build on that foundation.”

When did she get so wise?

“I don’t know if she’ll let me near enough to have a proper conversation.” I wiped my brow as a hard breath escaped me.

“Find a way to tell her how you honestly feel. I don’t know, maybe a note or something? I’m really not the best person for this kind of advice. The person to talk to is Marlena. She’s been married a lot longer than I have.” Liliana’s sweet grin was placating, and I could tell she was itching to get off the phone. “I’ll text Marlena right now.”

“No, wai—”

She kept going as if she hadn’t heard me. Typical Wellington female. I’d just had to ask for advice. “Women have always liked you, Roman, but you never seemed that interested in any of them sticking around.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“Roman, you’re a total womanizer. Shit, sorry, I mean…” Her face flushed scarlet as she fumbled for words.

“You think I’m totally hopeless, don’t you?” I confronted her, sure my expression was hard and unyielding.

“I think you’re misunderstood. I love you, so someone else has got to one day too.” She laughed uncomfortably.

“That’s not very reassuring.”

“I don’t think it’s always been really awesome for Marlena and Chris, but they’re still in it. They’ve had their struggles, see what she has to say. It’s time you found somebody to love you, because you deserve it. I can tell you how wonderful love is and blow you up with butterflies and rainbows, and you know…” She waggled her eyebrows, her eyes glinting a love-dazed sparkle that turned my stomach.

Liliana was right — she wasn’t the best person to reach out to for advice on this matter.

“Ugh, why are you so you?” I slitted my eyes in feigned frustration. “I’ll retract that request for help now please.”

“I’ll be home on Monday. You and I can share a bottle of wine and go over this in detail then.” Her eyes darted from the screen to something in the distance.

She’d really text Marlena. Marlena and I hadn’t talked for months. It wasn’t that I didn’t like my older sister, we just didn’t have much in common. She had three young boys, a busy career, and a life I had a hard time imagining wanting to live.

“I don’t think great detail will be necessary,” I rebuffed, thinking if I gave her details, she would want to give me some of hers. I shuddered.

“I gotta go. Pete says the bear is back on the meadow.” Liliana’s smile melted into genuine excitement.

“Yeah, okay.” I was happy she was having a great time, even if I couldn’t compete with Pete, the great outdoors, and a bear.

“I love you, Roman. Oh, and remember she isn’t Sabrina.” Liliana blew a kiss into the screen. “Call you Monday!”

“Love you too.” I cracked a half smile and hit the end button. The screen snapped to a smiling picture of Liliana giving the peace sign at the top of the Eiffel Tower.

No, Mona wasn’t Sabrina. Mona knew I was wealthy and she could have manipulated much more than I’d paid for her last night out of me if she’d wanted.

I stared out at the beautiful Montana mountains in the distance, contemplating whether to answer when Marlena called. The floor-to-ceiling picture window in my suite had the most amazing view. The mountains gave me peace whenever stress creeped in, and I took a moment to weigh my options.

If I talked to Marlena, between a conversation with both sisters, odds were that the whole family would know that I couldn’t pick up a woman. I sighed. Or not the woman I wanted. I’d never had to give a woman so much thought before. I’d actually spent more time thinking about how to get rid of a woman than how to woo her.

No woman had ever been this important.

Important enough to risk humiliation. I picked up when the phone rang.

“Hey, Roman. Are you okay?” Marlena started out with a note of panic in her voice. She’d always had a mothering gene and had taken to mothering me and Liliana when she was in her teens. I’d tended to turn to her if I had a problem I needed to discuss, rather than my parents.

“Everyone is fine. Why? It sounds like a bad time for you to talk.” I could hear her sons yelling, and given the chaotic din in the background, I assumed her youngest boys were fighting.

How could she live in that kind of chaos?

“No, it’s never a bad time. I haven’t heard from you for forever…” she stopped talking for a moment, diverting her voice away from the receiver and yelled, “Trevor stop that… take your hand out of his pasta. No, it doesn’t matter, just because he did it to you doesn’t mean you do it back… Sorry, sorry.” She returned and continued like the interruption hadn’t happened. “So, what’s going on?”

“Nothing much, just need a little sisterly advice.” About a woman who may or may not be a prostitute. My breath seized in my throat and I knew this was a mistake.

“Well, if it’s about business, unfortunately Chris is out of town.” She growled. “Trevor, I said stop it now!” she shouted.

“No, I think I’ve got business covered, thanks. This doesn’t seem like a very good time for you though, should I call you back later?” Now I remembered why I never called my older sister. Her life, even the tiny glimpses of it I was subjected to, hiked up my anxiety and made me feel like she was always living inside a horror movie.

“No worries, Roman. Just a minute.” She muffled the phone and shouted, “Boys go outside!”

There was clamoring, scampering, then silence.

“Wow, you’re good at that.”

Her voice revved to high speed. “We have about seven minutes… hit me.”

“It’s regarding a woman I met recently. I can tell she’s interested, but she’s shut me down several times. I’d like to make one last approach before I offer to pay her for her time.” I laughed lamely. “That’s a joke.” Not.

“I get it.” She laughed. “You really like her.”

“I don’t know if I like her yet, but I want a chance to find out. There’s a connection that I’ve never experienced before.” I bit down on my bottom lip, gripping it between my teeth.

“Ahhh. Were you… um, how do I phrase this? Kind? Or… like you usually are?”

My heart dropped into my stomach. “Like usual.”

“Cold and calculating, business is first, kind of usual?”

That was blunt.

“A little warmer than that, I hope.” I felt uplifted by the fact that I’d been more gentle with the Butterfly than my regular persona would be expected to.

“That’s good, that’s a start.” Her tone brightened.

“Most women are just in love with my money, but I’ve found somebody who I think doesn’t care about how much I have. Do you have any ideas how to proceed and maybe also an exit plan if needed?”

“I think women really like traditional, old-school chivalry. Send her some flowers and a note, and when you speak to her, put your real thoughts out there.” It was solid, old-school advice. “Ask yourself, is this the person you’d want to go into hiding with?”

“Wait, what?”

“Is this a person who you could be stuck with for days and days on end without food or water? Could you survive together, if zombies or militant vegans were coming to get you? Could she be your wingwoman? If your answer is ‘yes’ you should tell her how you feel.” She was being perfectly serious, which scared me. She’d been mothering boys for too long.

“Um, zombies and militant vegans?”

“I know you think I’m crazy, but that’s what a relationship is, being stuck together through things that are almost as absurd as mutant killer clowns. As soon as the kids come, your sex life will either be mandated to a scheduled day on a calendar, or it won’t happen for years. The person you pick to share this craziness with should be someone you’d fight an alien for… and she should know it. Trust me, you pour that kind of trust and love into a letter, she’ll melt for you.”

“Did Chris do that?” She’d peaked my curiosity.

“Pretty much. And apart from golf on Sundays, which drives me totally nuts cause he leaves me here with the heathens, we’re holding down the fort — zombies, killer clowns, bouts of the flu, soccer Saturdays, and all.” The smile in her tone reflected the genuine love in her words. “Speaking of which, I have to get the boys’ soccer stuff into the van.” She drove a minivan too. Double shudder.

“Okay, a letter about zombies… I’ll get started on that right away,” I said in a mocking tone.

She laughed. “You’ll find the right words.” Just as predicted, seven minutes into our conversation, her boys returned from the yard.

“I’m thirsty,” I heard wailed in the background.

“The task masters are back, I should go.” She sounded disappointed.

“Thanks, Lena, for the advice. You’re the best.” This time I meant it in all sincerity.

“Love you, little bro. We’re hosting Thanksgiving this year, so you’re coming, no excuses. Hopefully with the plus one you’re going nuts over.”

“I’m not going nuts… We’ll see,” was all I could muster.

“Mom!” blared a loud child in the background.

“I’m coming,” she shouted. “Okay, see you soon, Roman.”

“Bye, Lena.”

I looked thoughtfully at the phone. Both of my sisters had suggested I communicate honestly with her, both with a note. But how should I start such a correspondence?

Dear Butterfly,

I just want you to know, should we be overtaken by militant zombie vegans, I’ve got your back.

I chuckled, then shot my assistant a quick message to make a reservation for Duk and me at Jewel. Moments later, his return message popped up: Duk Soo will meet you at Jewel tonight, ten o’clock. No need to reserve dinner, he’s having dinner with a client before.

A thrill shot through me and I hardened immediately. What was it about the Butterfly that had me reacting like a teenage boy?

So tonight was it. I was going back to the sex-scented den of desire. I guess it was time to start drafting that letter. I’d call in the flower order myself, or risk giving poor Ms. White a heart attack. I’d purchase the most incredible bouquet of flowers the florist had to offer.

I could handle that. The kid part I wasn’t so sure about.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Adara

It was nine forty-five in the evening and clients would soon be arriving at Jewel.

I’d spent most of the day watching my favorite Audrey Hepburn movies: Roman Holiday, Breakfast at Tiffany’s, and My Fair Lady. I felt filled with the mystique of vintage romance. And I’d use the mood for my show.

Since having the dream last night, my emotions — which’d been dead for nearly two years — were trickling back in. I’d kept myself armored, protected from my own feelings for so long, I hardly recognized them.

I realized now I’d walked through life in a fog of indifference. Blotting out my ability to experience joy or pain kept me perfectly encased in denial. If I never remembered my past or relived it, I didn’t have to face it. I could survive.

Meeting a man like Roman reminded me that not all men were careless, sex-starved patrons of the night. Knowing Brandy, despite being my closest friend, would probably throw me under the bus the first chance she got was also a wake-up call.

I’d have to face all my emotions soon, and I’d have to face them alone.

Was I strong enough for that?

As much as I dreaded the idea of going back to Jewel tonight, I assured myself I’d perform and nothing more. I didn’t have to accept anyone’s offer, especially Jack Marshall’s. I had the legal right to walk home after my performance without threat or penalty.

The next day was Sunday, my day off, and I planned to book an Airbnb off campus in the mountains somewhere and rejuvenate for the whole day. And plan. I looked around the room at my possessions and thought about what I’d pack for my day away, and when I left here for good. I didn’t have much. All of the furniture belonged to Jewel and so did most of the clothes. Brandy had finagled them for me when I’d come, since I didn’t have the money to purchase clothes of the caliber Jewel required.

Excitement ran through me just thinking about leaving the campus tomorrow and I decided to go ahead and pack a small bag of my things. Then I added a few of the things I treasured most just in case, all things I had to hide here: photographs of me and Nate, the Grammy I treasured, notebooks I’d used to write most of my songs. It was frightening to think of leaving here, because I knew I had nothing and no one left to run to.

I didn’t have friends or family to turn to. Before Nate, my friends were people who were more enamored with my fame than my friendship. When I was no longer famous, most of them bailed. It didn’t help that I was also a caustic bitch. I was so hurt, I didn’t know where to channel that energy, so I pummeled my friends with it.

I wasn’t sure where I was going to find a job, but I could sing. Maybe I’d try and get work as a back-up singer, although it’d probably crush me to sing back up when I loved the spotlight. In the spotlight was where I belonged. The rush of emotions flooded me and again, my eyes teared up, but this time I also felt a surge of hope. If I had survived this, I could survive anything.

I left my things at the door for tomorrow and walked briskly to my dressing room.

“Hey there, Mona,” a beautiful redheaded girl said from across the hall. Glory had the dressing room across from mine and was one of the dancers, but I didn’t know much else about her.

“Hi,” I said, stopping briefly at her door. After spending the day alone, I wanted a little human interaction. “You have plans for tomorrow?”

“I’m going to sleep.” She offered a gorgeous smile. “I’ve had a client after the show for the last three nights. I’m totally beat.” She almost sounded like she was bragging about it. “I heard you’ve started taking clients as well.”

As soon as she said it, I knew she was fishing for the story. A flash of apprehension coursed up my spine. Is that what people thought? Did they think I was taking clients now? My head spun, and I felt unsteady despite my cane.

“Ah… no, not really. Just one guy… we talked.” I turned quickly back toward my dressing room door and threw over my shoulder, “Break a leg,” as I walked quickly in and shut the door behind me.

At the makeup table, I took off the flesh-colored mask I wore during the day to switch it to the black one. Without cosmetics or something covering it, the jagged, puckered gash was deep and gnarled and a shock even to me each time I uncovered it. I’d needed more plastic surgery to repair it to something that was even passable. Looking on the bright side for the first time in forever, I decided I could scare kids on Halloween, like something out of a horror movie. I made a snarly face in the mirror and growled, then laughed at myself. Roman hadn’t seen my face, or he’d probably have run as soon as he had.

I shrugged. Any man would have to accept me as I was now. I couldn’t be anyone else. Still, tears pressed against the backs of my eyes and I quickly returned the mask to its place.

Just then, Brandy burst through the door. Tonight, she was all smiles and lightness. “How’s it going, Ady?” The room filled with her sweet, clingy perfume. She was dressed in a short, perfectly tailored off-the-shoulder dress that lifted her breasts out so far, I wondered if her purpose was to tempt clients to grab them.

“Please be careful. It’s Mona.” God forbid Glory overhear her out in the hall. “It’s going okay,” I answered quietly, waiting for the ball to drop.

“Glad you came in. You had me worried, tensions were pretty high last night.” She didn’t look at me while she spoke, just pulled one of the sexier outfits down from the rack.

It was made of a nearly sheer gold fabric that had a purplish hue, and not much to go under it besides a G-string.

“I don’t like that one,” I told her as I brushed through my thick dark hair.

“And you never wear it, so you’ve got to wear it tonight. The rest of the dresses are going to the cleaners.” She laid the flimsy dress across the back of my chair.

I shook my head in disdain, and hoping to appeal to her inner beauty queen, said, “It clashes with the red highlights in my hair.”

But she still didn’t look at me, instead focusing on the bottles on my makeup table. “You’ll be happy to know…”

Oh, god…

“I’ve had another offer from Mr. Wellington. He’s in the theater this evening.”

My heart leaped then stuttered and died in my chest. He’d only touched my hand last night, kissed my hand, but my dream had been so real that I could almost feel his hands on my body now. If I took him as a client tonight, I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep my guard up. I’d become a whore. I shook my head, but inside, I wanted to say yes. Please, yes. “No. I won’t take him.”

Brandy laughed. “I figured you’d say that, but all he did was talk last time. He wants another chance to talk with you. He’s offered seventy-five thousand for you tonight. This time, he gets more than five questions, which I think is totally fair.”

“And what does that include?” I struggled to take off my brace and put tights on.

“Nothing you don’t want it to. Mona, the money is so good. And he’s a gentleman. There’s nothing wrong with talking.” Her voice was soft and encouraging, too much so. It made my fingers pause in the act of stretching the tights over my thighs. “Just do it. You won’t have compromised anything, but you’d be an idiot to turn down money like this. We both know you need it.”

She helped me back into my brace and I did everything in my power not to go giddy with relief. She was right, I couldn’t pass up the money, especially now when I needed some financial security to buy me time while I figured things out. And, if I were honest with myself, I was thrilled to be able to see Roman again.

I wanted to see the way his eyes warmed when he looked at me, and get lost in just being in his presence. I didn’t care if my heart shattered when he found out what I really looked like. I wanted one more night… just one more night of fantasy. I’d be careful, wouldn’t let him touch me.

I looked down at Brandy and gave a tiny smile. “Just one more time,” I whispered and used the excitement of Roman to ride me over into the subject that would be a disagreement. “And on my terms again. You have to tell him that I’m not on the menu, no touching.” Though the thought of his hands on me made my breathing speed up. My eyes darted to hers from behind the mask and I took a deep, stabilizing breath. “Then we have to discuss my termination date.”

Brandy finished helping me with my brace and kissed me on the cheek. “Let’s put a pin in that for the moment. You’re being hotheaded. Don’t make any rash decisions. You could make a lot of money here, have security.”

“I had security before and look what it got me. Eff security. I want out of here,” I said, wrenching my leg away from her. “It’s not where I belong.”

She stood up and stared down at me, fists on hips. “And where the fuck do you belong, Adara? We’re family, right? I saved your ass, got you a job here.” Her skin flushed red as her perfectly crafted persona started to crack.

“You know I’m thankful for that, Brandy. But I won’t prostitute myself.”

“The fuck you’re thankful,” she scolded, her anger palpable. “You hold yourself above everyone, above me.”

“Brandy, that’s not true. I don’t want—”

I took in a long breath, not wanting to argue. What was wrong with her? She sounded jealous and like she hated me.

“Well, after this meeting with Mr. Wellington, I’m sure you’ll come to your senses.” She brushed a lock of my hair away from my face, her eyes welling with tears. “It has to be done.”

A spider of apprehension crawled up my spine. “What has to be done, Brandy? What’s going on?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. Tonight will give you a little money, and that’ll feel good. I love you, just don’t forget that.” She sniffed and tucked my hair behind my ear. “Go knock ‘em dead.”

“This dress could do that all by itself,” I grumbled as I struggled out of the dressing chair and into the hideously indecent dress.

Brandy stood at the door for a long moment. My heart sped up. Something really was wrong, but I didn’t have time to consider it. I only had fifteen minutes to curtain. I’d talk to Brandy after I saw Roman. Maybe it was just the excitement of seeing Roman again, my body was a bundle of nerves.

Brandy blew me a kiss as I put on the black cape. “Break a leg,” she whispered and disappeared into the hall.

I tucked my hand inside the pocket of my cape to hide my phone and felt the cool sleekness of Roman’s business card inside. A wave of peace washed over me.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Roman

As I walked into Jewel that night, I felt an all-consuming dread. I wanted to see the Butterfly again, craved it with every bone in my body, but meeting her here didn’t feel right.

When my driver pulled up to the entrance, Duk was waiting for me. “I’m so excited. I couldn’t stuff crab in my face fast enough to get here. My client was probably wondering ‘what the hell?’” He puffed out his bulging middle and jiggled it like an Asian Santa Claus. His smile was so earnest and endearing, it was hard to believe he was rushing to get to a night of sex.

I fought rolling my eyes, and as we entered the club reminded myself this was my own fault for introducing him to Jewel. I slapped his shoulder and fake laughed. “I’ve created a monster.”

“So, you think you’ll go for a little more of the same tonight?”

I thought making light conversation would settle my nerves, but his words just made me as anxious to get to the night as he was. Briefly, I wondered if Jack Marshall would cause me any trouble, but since they’d booked my reservation earlier I wasn’t too worried.

“Not a little of the same,” he said before I could answer. “A lot of it!” He laughed heartily, then eyed the black jewelry box I hadn’t realized I’d pulled out of my pocket and was fingering. An expression of shock crossed his face. Duk had spent enough time around me to know that I didn’t dole out gifts spur of the moment. “Ahh, you want more than some hanky panky?”

“It’s a thank you of sorts, I guess.” But he was right. I wanted more. Just what, I wasn’t sure. Feeling awkward, I swallowed back the sharp bubble of fear that threatened to thrash my confidence, but choked and ended up hacking all the way to our table as we followed the hostess.

“We should get you some water,” Duk offered, then stuck out his hand and hooked the cocktail waitress midstride.

She was a different server than the one we had last night, a way too young woman with long blonde hair. She giggled but the laugh didn’t reach her eyes. “Mr. Soo, is there anything I can get for you right away?” Her voice was just as melodic and measured as our previous cocktail waitress.

I couldn’t imagine the extensive schooling the women who worked here must’ve gotten before they were deemed ready for service. Suddenly, I felt like a pervert just entering this room.

“Mr. Wellington needs a glass of water or something wet, and I’d like a whiskey.” He leaned into me. “You want to place your order for tonight?”

I felt my eyes widen and shook my head. I wanted to see her, but Duk’s behavior was completely wrong. I wouldn’t “place an order” for her when I’d barely made it in the door. They both took my nonverbal answer as that I couldn’t speak, and I didn’t correct them.

The cocktail waitress returned with Duk’s whiskey and my water, which I sipped on until a tall, beautiful woman in a dark suit approached.

“Good evening, gentlemen. I’m Juno, your hostess for this evening’s entertainment.” She smiled with the precision of a beauty contest winner.

My heart sank, seeing she wasn’t the same woman who’d attended us last night. If we’d had the same hostess, it would make things a little bit less uncomfortable.

“Do you have the book? I want to see the book.” Duk flicked his hand at me. “He wants the same, but I like variety.”

“Of course, Mr. Soo. Let me show you to your seats in the theater. Your catalog for the evening is waiting there for you.” She turned gracefully and paused long enough for us to follow her inside the theater.

Once inside, my eyes took in the room, landing first on Jack Marshall seated a couple of rows ahead of us to the right. Rage spiked through my system. I knew how ridiculous I was being. It was his club, and he had every right to be here every night of the week if he wanted.

As I sat, I watched our hostess from the night before serve him. I immediately felt protective of the young woman and knew Jack wouldn’t be kind. It wasn’t his style. She might’ve been making good money in his company, but it would come at a high cost. Anger sparked through me again when he grabbed her ass as she left the table. Another beautiful woman subjected to his lecherous advances. She must’ve known what she was getting herself into, though, what woman who worked here didn’t?

I couldn’t save them all, I reminded myself. I was only here to rescue one.

Duk flipped through The Book of Delights, looking at all the women up for offer tonight like they were entrees in a menu.

I had to focus on something other than the way Jack was fondling his server’s thigh, so I engaged Duk in conversation. “Is your dream girl in there?” I teased.

“Yep, she’s right here, but look at this one. Doesn’t she look nice?” He pointed to a voluptuous blonde and his eyes widened. “She wasn’t in here last time.”

I shook my head. “You’re nuts, Duk. What does your wife say to all of this?” I knew it was a bold and unprecedented move on my part. We’d never spoken of his wife before.

“No problem.” His smile grew wider. “We’re getting a divorce.”

I grunted. “Well, by all means then, have both.” I nudged his arm with my elbow.

He chuckled, and he waved our hostess over. “Can I ask you some questions, about who you think might be best?” Duk was so eager to have his perfect evening it was embarrassing.

“It’s up to your personal preferences, Mr. Soo,” she responded, perfectly poised and attentive, without asking what those were.

“Well, when it says here…” He pointed to some of the more challenging sexual vocabulary.

While he was being educated by our poor hostess, I considered finding the door the Butterfly’d exited from last night and waiting for her to arrive. I knew she walked from another building to the theater each night, and I assumed she probably used the same one on her way in. I had to see her, the real her, not the woman who played the part of the Butterfly. I stood up and was about to excuse myself when Juno stopped me.

“What can I help you with this evening, Mr. Wellington?” Her eyes sparkled a little too brightly.

My eyes shifted to the door, and I resigned myself to missing my chance to see her. A heavy sigh escaped me and caught the hostess’s attention.

“Is there no one who peaks your interest, sir?” Again, she flashed the perfect smile, which reminded me of a character from any number of creepy horror movies. Ones where the lead character was sucked in by the innocence and ease of the hostess, who was planning on leading him to his slaughter.

I cleared my throat and took the chance that I would appear to be as lewd and disgusting as Duk. It would be worth it for a moment alone with the mysterious singer. “Last night, I spoke with the singer who goes by the name Butterfly. I wanted to know if I could see her again tonight.” I didn’t know why my palms were sweating and I was having trouble breathing. Business transactions were my specialty, but I was unraveling.

“Of course, Mr. Wellington. I know you met with her last night, let me inquire for you.”

“Also, do you mind delivering this to her?” I tried to appear detached and casual as I handed her the black velvet box.

“He wants to marry her.” Duk laughed hilariously, already a step toward being drunk.

I made eye contact with the young woman and shook my head, pretending to be shocked by what Duk had suggested.

She nodded, understanding my discomfort. “I’ll make sure she gets this.”

“I’ll pay whatever she wants, on her terms.” I flashed a dashing grin, hoping she didn’t think I was some kind of freak with fetishes. Of course, she’d probably think I was a freak if I didn’t.

“I’ll see what I can do. After the manager has made arrangements for the patrons this evening, I’ll give her your offer. Is there anything else you need?” She inclined her head, waiting for our requests.

“I’m good.” I was a wreck. “Actually, I’ll take a bourbon.”

Duk ordered another drink and the lights dimmed, giving the five-minute warning. The show was about to start. My heart slammed against my chest, rattling my ribs.

I felt the heat of someone’s gaze on my neck, the uncomfortable feeling when you know someone’s watching you. I glanced over in Jack’s direction. He stared back at me with his black penetrating eyes, arms crossed over his bloated belly. He didn’t break eye contact, and I knew he was trying to provoke me.

I’d humiliated him, so he was seeking a retaliation. Well, he wasn’t going to get a reaction out of me. As long as he kept his distance, he could keep his dignity. I wondered for a second if he could be behind the internet article like Peter had suggested, but dismissed it and him from my mind. I could wonder all day long, but in the world of anonymous trolls, I’d probably never know for sure.

I avoided his gaze by pretending to look at the catalog. The pages were filled with beautiful women, and I was shocked that I’d never felt out of place here before, that the fact that these women sold themselves to the highest bidder had never bothered me.

There were only a few minutes until curtain when a waitress walked up behind me. “Mr. Wellington, this is for you.”

I turned, hopeful the Butterfly had already given her affirmative answer.

Her head tilted in Jack’s direction. “It’s from Mr. Marshall with his compliments. There’s a private message inside.” She set a martini glass before me with a folded cocktail napkin, along with the bourbon I’d ordered.

I unfolded the napkin to reveal a note that simply said, You should have reserved her earlier.

What had he done? Had he pulled strings and booked ahead with the Butterfly? I couldn’t let him be alone with her. But what could I do?

When I glanced up at him, he bellowed out a laugh that was loud enough to rouse the other patrons’ curiosity. The way he leaned over to the other men nearby and one of them looking immediately right in my direction told me Jack was talking about me. Then the man’s expression changed to one of shock and concern. God only knew what he was telling the man about me.

I wanted to go over there and rip him out of his chair, smash my fist into his face. Instead of giving the crowd a show, I met his eyes and pushed his glass to the other side of the table, balling up the napkin and tossing it on the floor. I felt like I’d just called a duel, like I’d spit on the ground in front of Jack. I wouldn’t let him win.

At that moment, the lights went out and the show began. Buzzing on the rush of adrenalin and bourbon, I waited impatiently for her voice to fill the room. Then the beauty of her haunting song eased its way into my soul as she soared high above us, wearing next to nothing.

I felt excited knowing I had another chance to connect with her tonight, but also concerned that she was in a position that she had to bare nearly everything for the act.

I stared up toward the ceiling, watching her twirl and sing. Ignoring the dancers on stage and their grotesque display of sexuality, I focused all of my attention on the magic she was creating. She glanced down, and it couldn’t have been my imagination that our eyes met. A quick smile flickered over her lips then she focused on the stage again. The spotlight followed her as she flew from one end of the stage to the other.

Her voice felt so strangely familiar as she sang the first melody. It was a sad song, sung in English this time, about lost love and moving on. She sang it with such feeling that it made me think she had experienced every word. As she ended and launched into a happier tune, I was sure she wiped tears away.

Suddenly, I just wanted to be in the same room with her again. I wanted to hold her. Kiss her until those tears were the furthest thing from her mind.

I remembered the note and my anger returned, but I didn’t dare look over at Jack. Instead, I focused on her and the night we hopefully had in store for us. I wondered if the hostess had given her my gift and what she thought about it.

Her performance was over too quickly. The lights came up as the emcee announced the Parade of Delights.

As he was making his speech, our hostess glided over discreetly and whispered in my ear. “Mr. Wellington, I’m sorry to inform you…” My breath hitched in my throat. “The Butterfly wants to inform you she is otherwise occupied this evening and cannot comply to your request.”

My hope for the evening crashed into hell, and I was surprised at how disappointed I was. Perhaps she’d lied. Perhaps she was just one of the other Jewels, and she had played hard to get to make more money.

She bowed and offered her regrets. “There are other women who would love to have a conversation or more with you this evening.”

My head spun in Jack’s direction. I had a gut feeling he had something to do with this. For the first time I wondered just how powerful Jack was. Could it have been him who had made false reports to the media? Surely, he wouldn’t have had time to stir up so much trouble in one day. But with his kind of money and influence, theoretically, he could do anything he wanted.

My jaw tightened, and I took a deep breath, chasing away images of hacking off Jack’s little pecker with a kitchen cleaver. I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving the Butterfly with him, but there wasn’t much else I could do.

Had I misjudged her? I never assumed she’d want to spend her night with Jack, not after that scene last night. Had he offered her enough money to entice her? If so, it would have been an expensive buy.

I swallowed my pride, then responded to the hostess, who was all but shaking before me. “Who secured the Butterfly tonight?”

The young woman froze, and I watched her closely. Her eyes slid in Jack’s direction before re-focusing on me. That was answer enough.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Wellington, I—”

“It’s okay. Thank you for delivering this message. I’ll have no further need of services this evening.” I managed to keep my voice calm and focused.

I then leaned into Duk. “I’ve just received some disturbing news, and I’ll have to leave immediately. You go on with your evening, and I’ll have my driver wait for you to take you back to your hotel.” I was all business and kept my bubbling emotions under control until I could get outside.

“Oh no, nothing too serious I hope,” he said with a note of genuine concern.

“Nothing that can’t be sorted out, but I’ve got to deal with it, unfortunately.” I kept my face frozen in neutrality as I downed the last of my bourbon, wishing I’d had another to numb the pain in my chest. This was what came of opening up to any woman.

“Sure. Thanks for everything. I’ll have my distribution team set you up with that shipment tomorrow and it’ll be at the lower rate this time.” He smiled proudly and shook his finger at me as if bestowing a great honor upon me. “I gave you a really good deal on this.”

“You’re the best, Duk. We’ll catch up next time you’re in town.” I grabbed my coat and motioned for our hostess, to follow me to the door.

“Yes, Mr. Wellington,” Juno said, winded somewhat from her sprint across the theater.

“Send a Flaming Bacardi 151 to Mr. Marshall as a thank you for the cocktail, and put everything on my tab. I’ll settle it tomorrow.” I then handed her a few hundred-dollar bills and quickly left the building.

I needed to be far away from Jewel, as I feared what I’d do to Jack if I stayed. More than rage, however, was the overpowering emotion of disappointment.

What and idiot I’d been. The whole thing last night had probably been all part of her act. Pretending to be disabled, fragile like a butterfly caught in the grips of men’s lust… all for a price.

I felt like I was going to vomit.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Adara

I entered my dressing room just as Janis walked by and popped her head in.

“I got picked tonight.” She flashed an enormous smile.

I couldn’t imagine being so happy to sleep with a stranger, but I guessed desperation and money could make people do things that would normally be out of character.

“Well, congratulations, I guess.” I forced a smile, hoping she thought I meant it.

“He’s a regular, and I like him a lot.” She ogled the outrageous bouquet in the corner of the room. “Who are the flowers from? They’re so gorgeous.”

“I’m not sure exactly.” Please don’t let them be from Jack. “I need to change out of this hideous thing first.”

“Oh right, sorry, I’ll let you get dressed. I just wanted to tell you the good news.” She beamed brightly.

“Of course. I’m glad to see you so happy.” I gave her a thumbs-up. “Stop by later and you can tell me about him.”

“Have fun tonight, and don’t worry, it gets a lot easier after the first time.” She flashed a supportive smile and ducked out of the room.

What the hell did she mean by that?

Had Anne already heard about Roman’s offer and thought I was planning on sleeping with him? The rumors around this place were ridiculous.

I grabbed my cane and walked over to the flowers. They were even more magnificent than I thought. A mixture of roses, gardenias, zinnias, and carnations. The size of three bouquets in one. I leaned in and inhaled, and noticed a tiny envelope stuck on a stick poking out from between the blooms. And a long black box lying next to the flowers.

Hoping it was from Roman, my fingers shook as I picked up the black box, saving the envelope for last because it was sure to be the most special. Inside lay a gold necklace with a dainty butterfly pendant. Diamonds sparkled on its wings and gave the illusion it was in flight when I fastened it around my neck and looked in the mirror. Tears threatened to spill over, and I shook my head, reaching for the small envelope.

There was a simple, elegant card inside, on which was written,

Please allow me to release you from your cage, my most beautiful butterfly. I want to know you, not possess you. I’ll be waiting, Roman

He was right. This was a cage. And I wanted to be free. I didn’t want to be here anymore. I could have a life outside of here, a normal life. It would take time, but dammit, I’d sing in bars, wait tables, anything but be pressured into selling myself and watching others spiral down the black hole of prostitution.

My heart sang as I turned toward a small closet in the corner where I kept my personal belongings. I didn’t have much in there, just a styling kit for my hair, a jacket, and some jeans in case I got cold. I yanked my see-through dress over my head, tossed it over the chair and opened the closet.

All my things were gone except my flesh-colored mask, which had fallen to the floor. One black low-cut dress hung on a single hanger.

Where the fuck was my stuff?

I grabbed my cape and put it on, feeling a little better not standing there in nothing but a string. I pulled out my phone and dialed Brandy, then heard her phone ringing in the hallway. Within moments, she was in my dressing room. I wrapped the cape more tightly around me.

“Where are my personal clothes?” I lashed out at her the moment she closed the door.

She seemed surprised to see the flowers, but wiped all signs of emotion off her face. “I told you that they were going to take most everything to the cleaners, sorry if they got your own stuff too.” I didn’t know her well any more, but I knew in my gut that Brandy had just flat out lied to me.

“So where did this come from?” I showed her the little black dress still wrapped in plastic.

“Honey, don’t get your panties all twisted, the laundry people probably just brought you someone else’s dress. Sometimes they make mistakes. Don’t worry, I’ll find out where your stuff is, but since it looks like they wiped you clean out of clothes, you should probably put it on. Unless you want to wear the cape and nothing else to your meeting with Mr. Wellington.” Her hand shot to her hip and her eyes slivered, daring me to defy her.

“One, it’s not a dress, it’s a fraction of a dress, and second, it’s brand new. It looks more expensive than the ones Jewel…” I stopped my tirade for a moment to look at the price tag. “What the hell? Nine hundred dollars? There’s not even enough fabric to blow your nose with this. I’m not wearing this. I’ll have to go back to my apartment first.” I tossed the scrap of expensive cloth at her.

“You haven’t got time,” she said, tossing the dress right back. “He’s already in the pleasure room waiting for you.”

I frowned. Was it possible he had bought this too? This slut-in-seconds dress? It would be so contradictory to his behavior up until now. Something didn’t seem right. Why would he have my things removed from my closet?

“I’ve got good news though,” Brandy interjected, “and I’ll tell you while you’re putting that on.”

“What?” I barked as I walked over to the mirror and held the dress up in front of me. Damn, I didn’t want to go to him looking like an extra slutty Catwoman. I went back to the closet and picked up the flesh-colored mask. Yes, I’d wear it. It would be the first step toward revealing the real me.

“The money’s in your account already. Harmon had it direct deposited right after the show.”

“Why would he do that? He’s not that generous.” The news made me even more worried.

“He’s grateful you’ve altered your contract to accommodate a client’s needs. He does nice things when people please him.” A tiny, weird smile was plastered on her face.

“What is he, the Tzar?” I did a mock bow to accentuate my point. “I didn’t alter my contract. I’m just meeting Roman this one last time and that’s it.” I peeled the dress off of the hanger and looked at it with disgust. “Don’t you have anything else?”

“I do. Much sluttier things, so just put it on and shut up,” she answered, sounding exasperated.

“God, Brandy, you’re such a bitch.” I looked at her, unwilling to let any more of her callous treatment go.

She stared at me for a moment as I fought my leg into the itty-bitty dress. The look was meaningful, like one between two sisters who had been fighting but now faced something horrible together. I’d never thought about her not wanting to do this stuff. In fact, I’d never taken her feelings into account. It was always about me. And suddenly, I had the most horrible feeling she didn’t want to be here at all.

As if she sensed the change of mood in the room, she said, “I’m sorry about what happened last night.”

“The security guard knew what Jack was doing and didn’t even try to stop him.”

“Some guys are into that. ‘Pursuit games’ are on the menu. He must’ve thought it was an act.” She gestured at my cape draped over the chair. “You’re not Adara Wilde here. In that cape, you’re just another one of us.”

Maybe, but then why hadn’t the guard stepped in even when Roman came to my rescue?

When the dress was covering one-eighth of my body and I’d slipped my black flats back on, she said, “You look absolutely gorgeous,” as a glint of jealousy lit up her eyes. “I know you don’t like it here, Ady, but remember, whatever happens, we have each other.” She walked to the door then turned back. In that moment, she had never looked more like the teenage girl who had been my biggest defender. “I’ve got to check on the other girls.” Pausing, she dug in the tote she always carried and pulled out the usual black beaded clutch, handing it to me. “Don’t open it until you are in the room with him.” She gave me a meaningful look and whispered, “And use it if you have to.”

When I took it from her I noticed her hand was shaking, but before I could ask her why the clutch was heavier than usual, she pulled open the door and walked out.

The minute she left, another knock startled me. No one but Brandy ever bothered to come to my dressing room. Maybe it was Janis, needing to borrow something. I pulled the dress lower on my upper thighs. The damn thing barely covered my ass cheeks and plunged deep into my cleavage. I threw my cape back on and wrapped it around me. Damned if I was going to be caught dead wearing this in the halls.

A quick shiver went through me as an image of the Roman of my dream flashed in my mind, and his reaction to this dress. Would he like it, or would it just make him think I was the same as the Jewels?

“Ms. Wilde, I’m here to escort you to your meeting,” a male voice spoke through the door.

“Coming,” I called out as I grabbed my cane and flung open the door. “I can walk myself, I don’t need an escort.”

“I’m sure you can, but since you were involved in an incident last night, I’m here to make sure you get to your appointment safely.” He offered his arm, which I took but only because I was too polite to refuse. An incident. That’s what they called a potential rape?

By the time we reached the pleasure rooms, I was nervous and excited to see Roman again. I could barely hold in my smile. We stopped at an ebony door with a gold nine on it. I took one more deep breath as the Jewel security escort knocked.

A deep, throaty voice answered, “Come in.” My heart stopped. It wasn’t Roman’s voice.

I knew that voice.

Frozen, all I could do was watch as the guard opened the door and moved back to reveal Jack Marshall sitting on what might as well have been a throne. When I took a step in the other direction, I thumped into the guard’s bulky chest and his hand wrapped around my arm.

“Let me go!” I screamed, not caring about anything but staying out of that room. I swung my cane and rapped him hard on the shin with it.

The guard grimaced but didn’t say a word, just scooped me up and carried me into the room, the door slamming shut behind us.

My heart was pounding, my breathing crazy and erratic. I had to calm down. Had to think. I was on a mountain top in the middle of nowhere in a room with a man who was intent upon raping me last night and the only weapon I had was my cane.

“Just set her on the couch,” Jack growled. “I want to get a good look at what I’ve paid for, damaged as it is.”

“Yes, Mr. Marshall,” was the guard’s curt reply.

This must have been what was wrong with Brandy tonight. She sold me out, but must have been having some feelings of guilt.

The security guard set me on the couch across from Jack and silently left.

I wanted to beg, to get up from the couch and cling to the man’s leg. But I’d gotten myself into the wolf’s den and I refused to let the wolf see me in distress. The door slammed closed, and I wondered if I would be the same woman when it opened again.

I looked over to Jack. He was smiling, the pompous bastard was getting off on watching me struggle for composure and probably couldn’t wait to put his hands on me.

“There don’t seem to be any knights in shining armor milling about the halls tonight.” He pretended to pout as he stood and walked closer to me.

I still had the clutch in my hands and wondered briefly if it was heavy enough to clock him over the head. If I did that, I’d have to leave this compound immediately. What had Brandy put in this purse that was so damn heavy anyway?

He leered at my barely covered breasts. “So why don’t you be a good girl and do what you’re being paid for.”

The cape had fallen open, revealing the dress. As I looked back up, my eyes fell on Jack’s growing crotch, and I had to bite back a wave of nausea.

I stood, unwilling to be caught in a submissive position and gave him a haughty look. “I haven’t accepted any payment from you, Jack. I was told Roman was my client. Now, call off your dogs and find yourself someone who is willing to be your bedmate, because I’m not.”

Jack continued to advance, then surprised me when he nearly tripped over my cane. He was drunk. Relief coursed through me as I realized just how inebriated he was.

Jack licked his lips, sweat glistening at his temple, his breathing escalated. “There’s nothing I like better than an unwilling woman. I look forward to taking that self-righteous look right off your face.”

My heart pounded. He was really going to do this, force himself on me in this horrid little room. How many other women had he done the same to?

I couldn’t let him do this to me. I wasn’t who he thought I was, weak and desperate. He was between me and the door, and I sidestepped, wincing as my full weight came down on my bad leg. I didn’t let the pain stop me.

I moved to wipe the sweat from my palm, and when I did I grabbed tighter to the clutch in my hand.

Use it if you have to.

What had Brandy meant? Clutches were given to all the girls to carry necessities — lipstick, feminine toiletries, condoms. It was Jewel’s way of ensuring that their workers had all they needed but didn’t provide extra perks to clients without the fees attached.

“Did you like the gifts your boyfriend left for you?” he sneered, moving until he was between me and the door again. “He changed his mind about tonight by the way. One of the other girls tempted him, and he’s in a room with her right now. What did you expect?”

“You’re a liar, Jack, among other things.” I clutched both my cane and the bag tighter, deciding to go on the offensive. “Now, I’m going to go back to my apartment. You may be able to buy anything you want, but you can’t buy me.”

“Come, Adara Wilde, I’d never lie to you.” His laugh personified evil when he saw the horrified expression on my face.

How does he know?

“Yes, my dear, I know who you are. Why else would I bother to pay so much for you? I’m going to fuck a Grammy Award-winning ex star in every hole. Ha! Now, let’s start with your lovely mouth. I want that beautiful throat, with it’s incredible voice, to swallow.”

I began salivating like you do the moment before you throw up and the world began to spin. How had I ended up here, in this room with this lecher? I’d let grief and pride strip me of everything I’d become. Well, I wouldn’t let Jack Marshall strip me of what I had left.

Holding his gaze, I cocked my head like I was thinking about his proposition, and smiled a cold, practiced smile. “Since you put it that way, let me check my bag, make sure they stocked me up for the night.”

“Mmm.” Jack cupped his erection and rubbed, turning my stomach again. “Don’t take too long, sweetheart.”

I snapped open the bag and barely held back a gasp when I saw the tiny .22 pistol. Love for my friend gushed into my heart. I’d misjudged Brandy. She’d risked everything to give me a way out. Both Jewel and Jack had enough money to bury both me and Brandy in prison for the rest of our lives, but I had to take the chance that I could use what resources might still be available to me to change that. I had to get out. For them. All of them.

“Come here and kneel in front of me, and I’ll show you what I want you to do,” Jack ordered, his patience gone. He unzipped his pants and pulled his rigid penis free. “Take my dick in your mouth.” He spread his legs as he played with himself.

I wanted to laugh, had to bite my lip so I didn’t. If this man wasn’t set on raping me, it would be a riot. But my stomach rolled with nausea as I watched his wrinkled sausage fingers yank on his tiny erection.

“Didn’t your wife just have a baby? What is he, like three months or something?” I asked as if I was making casual conversation, trying to ignore him cranking up his engine.

“What the hell does that matter?” His face flushed red and he squirmed as he continued to pump on his micro dick.

“Because I wonder how that can possibly be true with a dick that small.”

“You fucking whore.” He stopped stroking and looked at me like I was insane.

“Wrong, Jack.” I stuck my hand in the clutch and wrapped it around the gun. “I’m not a whore.” He lunged for my skirt and missed when I took a step back. “And if I don’t walk out of this room this instant, I’ll let everyone, your wife first, know what you do to women.” Then I pulled out the gun and pointed it right at him.

His eyes bulged so big he looked like one of those ducks you got out of the quarter machines — just squeeze and their eyes popped out of their heads. “What the fuck!”

I didn’t even blink. “Call the guard, Jack. Tell him to let me out.”

He stared at me, weaving, clearly weighing his options, wondering if I’d pull the trigger or not. “And if I don’t?”

“Then I get to see if your brain is as small as your dick. I don’t have much left to lose, now do I?” God, I had so much to lose, and I hadn’t even realized it.

“Guard!”

“Tell him I’m free to go back to my apartment.”

The guard opened the door, expressionless, unable to see the gun I dropped to my side.

Jack didn’t even bother to put away his pecker. “I’ve changed my mind about her. Send her back to her apartment.” The instant before I stepped away, he growled low in his throat, “If you contact my wife, your boyfriend’s business will suffer.”

I didn’t bother answering his threat, but wondered what he’d done to Roman. Was it because of me?

I walked casually down the hallway, the gun hidden in the folds of the cape. When I turned the corner, I pulled my hood up over my head, my hand still clutching the cool metal. Then I kept my head down and concentrated on not limping, praying I’d blend in enough with the other girls to make it out, if I had to walk all the way down the mountain.

The dim theater still was teaming with life, Jewels having cocktails and chatting with their patrons. Some clients liked to pretend they were on a date. They’d take their Jewel to the pleasure rooms later in the evening as if they were a couple.

I flattened myself against the curtain to the side of the stage and hid in the dark as I looked around for an escape route. Backstage was empty and pitch black except for the bright red exit sign in the corner. I didn’t breathe, just focused on getting to the small red sign.

As soon as I was outside, I breathed deep of the cold mountain air. I thought about going back to the apartment to get my stuff, but there wasn’t enough time. That would be the first place they’d look.

I walked to the back of the property and into the woods, where the girls often went hiking on a pretty day. I could never join them, I’d have never made it far with my leg the way it was. But now I had to make it down the mountain.

After taking only a few steps, I realized how impossible it was. I’d never make it. My leg was already pulsating.

Even as I considered my own predicament, I thought about my friend. There was no telling when someone would realize that Brandy had given me the gun. Shame washed over me. All this time I thought she was only looking out for herself and Jewel, and I hadn’t even considered all that these vile men had probably done to her. Who knew what they would do to her now.

If rape was acceptable, what about murder? I thought of the Jewel who had been found with a suicide note. Had she really taken her own life?

A sob tried to break out of my throat, and I swallowed it back. Tonight, I would get out of here and do everything in my power to help my friend and any Jewel who wanted to escape.

Shaking as I finally started to feel the cold, I stuck my free hand back in my pocket and my hand closed around something. I gasped as I realized what it was — my phone. Yanking it out, I powered it on, intent on calling 911.

I began to dial, then stopped to consider the ramifications. Janis and all the Jewels would be sent to jail for prostitution. I just couldn’t bring myself to throw that indignity on top of everything else.

Tears marched down my face as I put my hand back in my pocket, and my fingers touched the cool, crisp edges of a business card with raised, embossed lettering.

Roman.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Roman

Irritation bubbled up in my gut when the phone rang.

I looked down at my phone on the leather seat beside me and didn’t recognize the number. The driver had just taken the last turn before my driveway. Whatever the call was about, it could wait till morning.

After letting the call go to voicemail, a ding alerted that the caller had left a message. With my family scattered all over the globe, there was no telling what time it was with any of them. Curiosity got the best of me, so I tapped the voicemail button.

“Hi, I’m sorry to bother you,” a familiar husky voice said, breathless and frantic. “I… I’m from Jewel, it’s… the Butterfly.” Her voice was shaking, even though it sounded like she was making a great effort to remain calm.

Something must have happened. Jack must have happened. Fuck.

I didn’t bother to listen to the rest of the message. With fear clutching my guts into a tiny ball, I pressed the call button and she answered in less than one ring.

I let out a silent breath. “Hi, It’s Roman. What can I do?” I forced myself to stay calm, even though it seemed like there was ice creeping throughout my limbs.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t call you, but I didn’t know who else to reach out to,” she said so low I could barely hear her.

“It’s okay. I’m here. I’m listening.” I needed her to calm down, but I felt my own anxiety peak as I tapped on the glass between the driver and me. The electric partition lowered. “Stop the car, please.”

“The man you saw me with last night.” The words tripped out of her mouth at rocket speed.

“Yes, Jack Marshall, I know him.” I was sure that after this conversation, knowing him was going to be more of a strain than ever.

“They told me you wanted to see me again, so I went to the room and it was him. He was going to force me, and I just ran. I’m in the woods, but they’re going to find me sooner or later.” Having spoken the whole story in only one breath, she gasped for air and I could hear her feet moving through the dry leaves on the ground.

“Where are you? I’m coming to get you.” I motioned Warren to turn around. “Go back to Jewel as fast as you can. I don’t care about the speed limit, I’ll pay whatever penalty. It’s an emergency.”

Warren understood and turned the car around, squealing tires. If I ever wondered what kind of pick up a Rolls Royce Ghost had, I was getting quite a performance. We were flying over the deserted mountain roads. I hoped my driver had experience racing and made a mental note to purchase him some driving gloves for Christmas, if only as a joke.

“I’m still at the Jewel compound, in the woods behind the main building.” Her voice had settled some, and she seemed more composed.

“I’m on my way, but stay on the phone with me. It’ll be another twenty minutes before I can get to you. If for some reason they find you or threaten you in any way while we’re on the phone, don’t hang up. I’ll call 911.” I kept my tone soft and reassuring.

“No,” she whispered frantically. “You can’t call the police. Brandy, all the girls, they’ll all be arrested.”

And all the men would buy their way out more than likely, including Jack. A wave of heat burned through my chest. “Okay, I understand. Now, tell me where I can find you.”

“I can meet you at the bungalows. They’re on the other side of the compound from where the theater is located. I can get there through the woods. They’re used for guests who spend the weekend. You’ll have to tell the guard at the gate that you’re here for ‘a weekend of domestic bliss,’ exactly those words and they’ll give you a blue-colored parking pass.”

When I was finished with Jack Marshall, there wouldn’t be much left of him. Sweating, I opened the window for some air, closing my eyes as the icy breeze hit my face.

“You can drive up to the bungalow. I’ll be behind bungalow eight — it’s the one at the top of the hill, the most secluded. I think we have several guests staying up there this weekend, so it shouldn’t raise any red flags if you’re driving on the compound.” She sounded more herself now, the sassy girl in a mask who’d rebuffed me unapologetically.

“Okay, we’re driving there now,” I assured her.

“I’m going to walk over there. It may take me a little while with the uneven ground.”

“Take your time.” I wondered how well she could walk in the woods with her injured leg. “Can you make it? If you can’t, stay put and I’ll—”

“I’ll make it, Roman.” This time her voice was loud and clear.

I was frantic to get to her, and it amazed me that just the sound of her voice —sure and unafraid — made my cock stir. This sexy, amazing creature had reached out to me, hadn’t rebuffed me tonight like I’d been told. Relief surged through me followed by lightning bolts of desire at the mere idea of having her body in my presence. I tried to tame my thoughts, but it was nearly impossible.

“This’ll all be over soon,” I said, wanting nothing more than to hold her in my arms and assure her I wouldn’t let anyone cause her harm.

“Yes, it will most certainly.” She was obviously eluding to something other than her flight through the woods, and I determined right then to help her any way I could. Her breathing became more labored, suggesting the effort the walk was taking.

“Can you make it to the bungalows?” I asked, concerned.

“I’ll be fine.” But her voice cracked, and I suspected this was harder for her than she would ever let on.

I kept talking just to take her mind off her struggle. “They told me you didn’t want to see me, that you were occupied. If I’d known this was going to happen, I never would have left the compound.”

“Jack’s been offering to purchase me for a while. I kept refusing. I don’t take clients. I’m not a…” Her voice cracked at the end, squeezing my heart.

“It’s okay, we don’t need to go over it. I know what an ass Jack is. He’s been my rival for years. I should’ve known when he challenged me tonight something was up. Do you mind if I ask you a question?” The muscles in my neck tightened, as I didn’t feel I had the right to ask, but I needed to know. I swallowed down the knot forming in my throat.

She hesitated for a moment. “What would you like to know?”

“Just your name, please.” Calling her Butterfly didn’t feel right, and truth be known, I was desperate to know her name.

There was silence on the other end that stretched on. “I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you everything, but not yet. The battery on my phone is nearly dead.”

“Good enough.” I exhaled and the tightness in my chest released some.

We continued to speak to pass the time as my driver drove at breakneck speeds. She was calm and brave, and I was able to get to know a little more about her. She’d only been working at Jewel for a short time, and it was a friend of hers who’d gotten her the job after falling on hard times when her relationship ended. It was Brandy who she was worried about most, almost to the point of hysteria, even though the woman had apparently set her up.

“You’re so completely shrouded in mystery. Will you tell me why?”

She hesitated, her breathing becoming harder. “I didn’t want anyone knowing where I worked or who I was. I’ll fill you in on the rest later. You’ll be very surprised.” As she’d been last night, she was a delight, even while making her escape through the woods.

I supposed Jewel would be an ideal place to hide and support yourself if you could stomach it. Within dark corners of high society, it was a coveted privilege to have a membership to Jewel, as the club was so exclusive and had such a long waiting list it was often years before someone was granted membership. That’s why patrons like Duk had to go through me, they rarely had an opportunity to get their own membership. Those of us who were members were allowed up to four guests per visit as long as we made reservations.

I’d never realized that there could be a dark side to the reasons Jewel kept the women who worked there so guarded. I’d thought it was for their own protection, but I now suspected there were things going on at Jewel that would make even a brothel look bad.

“We’ve reached the gate,” I told her and set the phone on the seat beside me before waving my membership card at the guard. “I’m here for a weekend of domestic bliss.”

“Welcome back, Mr. Wellington. Let me alert the staff that you’ve returned.” He knocked on the driver’s window and handed him a blue placard.

Panic flared. Her absence had probably already been noted, so my return would definitely raise suspicions. I wasn’t sure if this was going to work, but I had to try.

“No need to alert anyone, I know where I’m headed. I just stepped out to pick up a few things that even Jewel doesn’t keep in stock.” I punctuated this with a devilish smile, hoping he would catch on and think I was such a pervert I used toys that were rare and not found at Jewel.

His eyes lit up with a wicked gleam. “I understand. Let us know if you should need anything, sir. I’ll be sure to have your vehicle license plate added to the extended stay list. Will you need accommodations for your driver?”

“No, my driver will be exiting and entering as needed. He’s just dropping me off now. It would be so much easier if you could just leave the gate open for a few moments.” I pulled out a wad of cash and tucked it into his hand under the clipboard.

The guard fisted the money and nodded. “I will make note of that. Have a good night, sir.” He pulled out an iPad and started tapping at the screen.

Leaning back in my seat, I raised the window as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. My insides, however, were a riot of stress. Who knew what he was tapping out.

I just needed to get to her.

As soon as we were a distance from the guard booth, I spoke to the driver. “We’re heading up the hill. Don’t stop for anyone if they flag us down or try to stop us, just keep going.” I was prepared for the worst.

He nodded and drove with a steady hand on the wheel. I made another mental note to add a nice bonus to those driving gloves.

I picked up the phone. “We’re through. Be there soon.”

She didn’t answer, and I looked at the screen to find it black. Her battery must have died. At least I hoped that was all it was.

In the distance, I could see headlights flare up near the entrance of the club. I had to find her fast. We had driven halfway up the hill when the lights were rounding the corner at the bottom of the street. I could see the bungalows ahead, but knew we were most likely headed for a face-to-face altercation.

The driver stopped the car at the end of the street in front of bungalow eight, and I jumped out. I watched the shadows, and tapped the redial button on my phone.

Straight to voicemail. Damn.

“It’s Roman,” I called, my heart thudding a staccato in my throat.

I listened. Watched. Waited.

But there was only silence.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Adara

When my cell phone died, a sliver of my confidence died with it.

I stayed hidden deep in the woods behind the bungalows until I saw what I hoped was Roman’s car come through the main gate, which was the only way on or off campus.

It had taken a lot of effort to get here, as the wooded area off of the paved pathway was very rocky and steep. So my leg throbbed and threatened to give out under me when I moved again. But I hadn’t been able to risk being on any of the interconnected walkways that laced through Jewel’s buildings. While the wooded paths were designed to be discreet enough to give an illusion of seclusion, they were heavily monitored through a network of cameras mounted behind light posts along the way. I knew the cameras would be able to see anyone within a wide periphery, despite the dim lighting, so I stayed far away from them.

As I limped into the tiny yard behind bungalow eight, I kept a lookout for cars driving around the compound. As I watched, I noticed flashlights bobbing around the perimeter of the theater. I wondered if we would be allowed out the gate. While it had only been about twenty minutes since I fled, they’d already launched a search.

When I saw the black car stop at the top of the hill, I prayed it was Roman and not security.

A great sense of relief made tears well up when a man with dark hair got out of the car. Roman. He was so tall, wrapped in a long wool coat and as handsome as I’d remembered. My heart swelled, and I had to remind myself that we still had to get past the security guards, and I may have put Roman in danger along with me. I didn’t know the lengths to which these people would go.

Just as I headed his way, headlights barreled up the hill. My heart lodged in my throat. Security coming to take me back to my cage. I fingered the butterfly Roman had given me. I hadn’t even thanked him yet. For the first time since Nate died, I felt like I had a chance at a life, maybe even love again. I wouldn’t let them take the chance from me.

I remembered I was wearing a black hood and must look like the Grim Reaper emerging from behind the darkened bungalow, so I flipped the hood back, letting my hair fly loose in the wind. Steadying myself on my cane, I limped forward as fast as I could.

The second Roman caught sight of me, he took off toward me at a sprint. Then my feet were off the ground, and I was in his arms, pressed against his warm chest. Heat from his body radiated through me as he carried me to the car. A crazy need surged through me. I wanted his hands on my body and my temperature raised by several degrees.

It was stupid, because we didn’t have any time to spare, but I just wanted him to kiss me.

The cars flanked either side of his car and two armed guards exited their vehicles. I wasn’t sure if he would be able to get us out of this situation. They hadn’t drawn their guns, but they had them at the ready, each with a hand strategically poised over the weapon. Unlike the interior guards who wore Armani suits and spoke into earphones with discretion, these were Jewel campus muscle — armed, trained and maybe even licensed to kill.

“Good evening, Mr. Wellington,” the one closest to us said. “There’s been a slight misunderstanding, and we’d like to escort you and Ms. Arc to Mr. Harmon’s office to straighten the matter out.” The officer was both threatening and polite.

Roman nodded to him, then leaned into my ear as he helped me balance on my feet on the sidewalk, whispering, “Go straight to the car and get in. I’ll handle this.” He gave my hand a squeeze.

I immediately did as he asked, and with some effort slid over the cool leather seat and tucked myself into the back of his car. The interior smelled expensive, the dark leather accented with deep mahogany trim that reflected the light of the bungalow porch lights.

I could hear Roman talking to the officers outside. “There’s been no misunderstanding. I’m escorting Ms. Arc off the property and to safety. If you stand in our way, I’ll have no other recourse than to call the Montana State Police Department,” he said with unwavering authority.

“No need to call the police. We’re perfectly capable of keeping the peace around here,” the second officer chimed in.

“I don’t believe you are. If you were, you’d let us go, because you must’ve heard by now that there’s been an attempted rape by one of your clients perpetrated against the woman in that car.” He stood tall and towered over both of the officers.

I watched the driver to gauge his expression, but he simply sat with his hands on the wheel, ready to drive off at a moment’s notice.

“If you’ll come with us,” the first officer stated again, “I’m sure we’ll be able to clear up this misunderstanding and explain the arrangement Ms. Arc has agreed to, which must be upheld.”

Anger seared through my body. I’d never agreed to anything with Jack Marshall.

Roman’s eyes momentarily glanced over to me, and I shook my head. He smiled and turned back to the men. The driver tensed as Roman spoke so low I couldn’t hear what he said then casually moved to get back into the car.

The first officer grabbed his arm and Roman glared. “I suggest you not add assault to an attempted rape and trafficking charge. It wouldn’t be good for PR.”

“I have orders to detain you and the woman, sir.” The guard didn’t look quite as sure as he had before.

Roman ripped his arm out of the officer’s grasp, and entered the car as he pulled out his cell phone. “I’m calling the police. I suggest you and your buddy not follow, as anyone in pursuit of this car will be named when I press charges.”

Neither guard responded as Roman shut the door.

“Back the car up,” he told the driver, “and turn it around. They may try and block you, but play chicken as long as you can. I think you can dare them off. If not, we’ll have to play crash-up derby.” He flashed a genuine smile.

The driver laughed. “Yes, sir. I happen to have a little bit of experience in demolition derbies, and racing for that matter. It’ll be like in the movies.”

“I don’t care about the car, just make sure we win.” Roman clipped the seatbelt around me as the driver turned the car around and headed straight down the hill.

Both of the vehicles quickly followed behind us. I wasn’t sure what they were hoping to do since they’d already let us go, but we didn’t need to stick around and find out. I stayed silent and bit my lip, nervously watching the open gate come closer.

That’s when Roman reached out and touched my hand, coiling my fingers into his gentle grasp. “It’s going to be okay,” he assured me with an assuring smile.

I sank deeper into the seat and tried to relax, telling myself they had no legal right to keep me here. I didn’t agree to see Jack.

Roman held my hand in a strong grip as the driver raced toward the guard stand at the entrance of the compound. I closed my eyes and squeezed Roman’s hand, expecting the guard to close the gates at any second. I braced for the impact of metal and iron.

After a few minutes, the car was still moving and Roman squeezed my hand one more time, then let it go.

“We’re out,” he announced.

Disbelieving, I looked behind me to see the entry guard simply watching us turn onto the road. I blew out the breath I’d been holding and turned to Roman, who was watching me with an intense expression on his face. I burst into laughter. “We did it!” I screamed in amazement.

“Did you doubt us?” Roman asked, a wide smile splitting his face.

Then he also blew out a long breath, and I knew he was just as surprised we made it out as I was.

He leaned forward and inched closer to the driver’s seat. “I owe you a raise, Warren. Damn good job back there.”

“I’ll take it.” The driver wiped sweat from his forehead and looked in the rearview mirror hopefully. “Do I still need to drive fast?”

Roman laughed. “Tear up the pavement, Warren.”

Noticing a cord, I asked, “May I charge my phone for a few minutes?”

“Of course.”

My fingers were still trembling so badly that he plugged it in for me. He settled back into his seat. A few minutes was all it took before the device powered back on. Five missed calls. I yelped as the phone rang again in my hand, nearly scaring me half to death. Brandy’s name lit up on the screen, and I held it in front of me, unsure of whether to answer.

“Is it them?” Roman asked.

“It’s my friend, Brandy, the one who got me the job.” I heaved an enormous sigh, hoping to blow all the anguish, fear, and disappointment out of my body.

“Don’t answer it.”

I could tell he was used to commanding others and getting his way. I didn’t have any intention of answering the phone. However, hearing Brandy’s personal ringtone, Celine Dione’s “My Heart Will Go On” paralyzed my heart with fear.

Roman took my hand again and stroked his thumb across my skin. His strong, gentle fingers offered comfort without invading my space. What he didn’t know was how much I wanted him to invade my space, how much I wanted him to wrap his arms around me and hold me right here in the back seat.

We both remained silent as the phone continued to ring. I didn’t dare touch it for fear that, with my nerves, I’d accidently answer it. I couldn’t speak to her, for her own safety, until I knew what I was going to do.

It seemed like a million years before the phone stopped ringing… only to have it start again.

“Why don’t you give it to me, and I’ll turn it off,” Roman offered, extending his other hand. Roman looked behind him, directing my attention to the empty street. “I think it’s over. We’ve driven a fair distance now, so if someone was coming after us, they would have done it by now. It doesn’t look like they followed us.”

I breathed out another deep sigh of relief. “Thank you,” was all I could muster as I handed him the phone. As I dropped my only lifeline to the outside world into his hand, I hoped he wouldn’t change his mind about me.

Staring out at the darkness, I wondered if it really was over. “I’ll have to talk to someone there at some point. All my things are there, along with the money I’ve kept in an account.”

Anxiety began to creep in. I’d been so sure of Roman when he was a phantom from my imagination, the incredible lover who adored me in my dream, despite my disability and scars. The man who’d only wanted to talk then had defended me from Jack.

But this was real, not a dream. I just prayed Brandy wasn’t the one living a nightmare now.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Roman

I let her sit with her feelings for a moment and just held her hand. I didn’t feel like it was the appropriate time for me to start offering solutions. However, there were very simple resolutions to the problem of her belongings. I’d have someone go to her apartment and get her things. The money would be easy to replace, and she didn’t have to know it was from me.

With her skin touching mine, the absurdity of my feelings for her disappeared. I promised silently that I would do everything in my power to protect her. Her safety was all that mattered.

Helping her would be nothing in the great scheme of my world; I had more than enough money to set her up over and over again. The satisfaction, however, it would give me to offer this amazing, resilient woman sitting beside me a chance at a new and better life would be life altering. Since she consumed my every thought, offering something back to her when the world had obviously taken so much, would be satisfying.

The idea of getting even with Jack Marshal was also too gratifying to pass up. I knew he’d become the largest internet retailer in the world. I’d heard talk that he went to poor manufacturers in foreign countries and offered slightly less than what they would normally get for goods in bulk wholesale, to be delivered in a fraction of the time they’d usually be produced. Although this arrangement meant a great deal of money for struggling businesses, it was a large, lump sum of money with a demand for the goods to be delivered at an inhumane rate.

If a company could make a million t-shirts for a dollar a shirt in a month’s time, he’d ask for a million shirts in two weeks for a lower price. Having big orders helped failing businesses in impoverished places, yet the money was less than the value of the product. This was Jack’s signature, and he’d have them sign nondisclosure agreements, or no money would be tendered.

My business was similar, we also went into poor areas overseas and sold locally made goods internationally. There was a great profit in having this kind of business practice, but when my company went in, we negotiated fair-trade for both parties. It was essential that their workers be paid fairly while working fair hours. Every business had to be in complete agreement and happy with the terms, or we wouldn’t contract with them.

After the initial set up, my analysts always went in and gauged the realistic yield for the businesses. Often, we would upgrade machinery and make it more efficient as well as consult about niches in the market that weren’t being served. We’d find ways the company could capitalize on these needs. It was a win-win.

I felt certain I could create a win-win for the Butterfly. If she’d let me.

After we sat in silence for several miles, I thought it was time for me to speak up. “This must be painful for you. I can only imagine what it’d feel like to have somebody I cared so deeply for disregard everything I am because of their greed. I want you to know, I can help you. I want to help.”

“She gave me a gun.”

I stared at her, unsure if I’d heard her correctly. “What?”

“Brandy. She gave me a gun before I went to the meeting I thought was with you. It was in the clutch we always carry. It’s stocked beforehand, so I didn’t know it was in there until I was in the room. It’s how I got away from Jack.” She covered her mouth, her shock obviously not worn off yet.

For a moment, I was at a loss for words. “Well, thank God she did. I think you should take some time just to heal and recover. I have a large home with lots of space, very private. You’ll never know I’m there.” Unless you want to. God, I hope you want to. “I hope you’ll consider staying with me until you get back on your feet again. We’ll find a way to recover your belongings. I won’t allow them to win.”

“I just left her there. Roman, there’s no telling what they’ll do to her.” She looked at me with large glassy eyes. Her mask was the same color of her skin, giving the illusion of being able to see most of her face. The mask had been jarred a bit, revealing more of her bone structure than it had before. As we passed out of the small town we’d just driven through, ironically called Anaconda, the light shifted, and moonlight struck her face — like a spotlight. A sudden memory jolted me, and it was like I was watching it all again on the giant TV monitor that had been hanging from the wall in the VIP lounge.

It was an old lounge, at a stadium that was within the fairgrounds and only used for the county fair. But when a business associate had offered me tickets, I’d had to see the famous duo.

Her voice. It was one I’d heard many times, yet different.

I felt like someone punched me in the chest, all the breath knocked from my lungs.

Adara Wilde and Nate Galloway. An unlikely couple, her a rock star and him a country music stud.

They were magic. Even that night, as the fair called the concert off. But the fair board had waited too long, and the crowd wasn’t willing to leave and miss their heroes performing together.

I’d watched in horror as it all happened. The screaming of the crowd, the whistling of the wind, and the horrible wrenching of steel as it dropped to the stage.

There’d been nothing I could do then.

I’d tried to find out what had happened to her after Nate’s death, which was bad enough to witness in person and just as horrid when a video of it went viral. Adara had been in the hospital for weeks. But then she’d disappeared from the public eye completely.

Until now.

In disbelief, I knew I couldn’t do anything more for her than offer her safety and help her find a new life. But I would do everything she would let me.

“What if they hurt her? I have to help her, and the others. Jewel is so much darker than it seems.”

“As soon as we get back to the house, I’ll make a call. It’ll be discreet. If your friend wants out, I can be sure she gets out.”

Maybe I could really get her out. And shut the damn place down. Maybe get Jack Marshall in a jail cell where his fucking ass belonged.

I let go of her hand and wrapped my arms around her. As she sighed and leaned into me, and I held her, a protectiveness I’d never felt before bubbled up into my chest.

Stunned, I stared out the window, holding Adara Wilde in my arms. It all made complete sense now. The mask, the limp.

Most of her fans had assumed she was dead, but her records still sold, even to this day. Why didn’t she have that money? Why would she have to work at Jewel? Had she suffered a bout of mental illness? My curiosity raged within me, but I couldn’t bring myself to let her know that her secret was out.

I stared for a moment at the beautiful woman sitting quietly beside me as Warren drove us up the driveway.

“We’re here,” I said softly.

She looked up at me and seemed so small and fragile that I took her hand and helped her out of the car.

“Let’s get you inside and to bed.” I didn’t leave room for argument, and she didn’t protest.

As we walked inside the ranch house, Ms. White greeted us. “Good evening, Mr. Wellington. You have a guest this evening?” While she did well concealing her shock, it was evident in the fractional rise in her tone.

I hadn’t thought about the sight Adara made, standing in the foyer in her barely there dress and black cape. Ms. White looked like she was trying to keep from having a stroke and was probably regretting her advice to me.

I cleared my throat to cover a chuckle. “Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t call ahead, but do you mind opening up the west wing? I think the rose suite would be best, it has the most light.”

There were three suites in the west wing of the house, each with a living area, bathroom, study or kid’s room, and a bedroom. There were also five single bedrooms, with two shared bathrooms. I never visited that side of the house, but I knew Ms. White kept the rooms tidy, dusted, and ready for use. It was one of her household duties.

My side of the house had my apartment and an identical one my sister used when she and Pete were here. When I was young, I remembered sharing rooms in the west wing with my siblings. Ms. White still had an apartment on the first floor behind the kitchen and there were other servants’ quarters on the grounds that were for our seasonal staff.

I watched Adara’s eyes widen when she walked through the foyer. It was quite grandiose. The sweeping banister staircase was straight out of a 1950’s movie and the three-story entry more resembled a grand ballroom than a home.

Adara’s mouth dropped open. “Wow. You live here? By yourself?”

I nodded, but at that moment I seriously wondered why I chose to live here alone. I’d done a lot of updating to the place, so everything was modern, sleek and top-of-the-line, but I hadn’t altered the original structure. It’s what held most of the memories, there wouldn’t be any point living here without those.

“Mr. Wellington, if you’ll permit me, I’d like to go and freshen the linens,” Ms. White commented, a minuscule glint of panic lighting up her features.

Ah, so she did slack off at times, good for her.

I nodded. “Of course.”

Ms. White left without another word, and I faced Adara. “I know it’s late, or early… are you hungry? I’m not the best cook, but Ms. White always keeps stuff I can grab and nuke.” Insecurity tickled my stomach. I may have had a lot of money and a fierce reputation in business, but my lonely bachelor lifestyle sort of bordered on antisocial loser. Who had a whole fridge full of meals for one?

“I’m a bit hungry,” she offered as I led her to the kitchen and motioned for her to have a seat in a comfortable padded chair at the kitchen table.

“Good, good.” I opened the fridge. “Let’s see what we have in here.” I started pulling out containers with clear glass lids. Each was labeled with the meal and ingredients on them. “We have Beef Wellington, of course.”

She laughed, and I thanked god for Ms. White. “Of course.”

I smiled and continued, “With snow peas and garlic confit, lamb shanks with mint leaves, quinoa salad and aged goat cheese. I like that one.”

She scrunched her nose like a four-year-old. “Don’t think I can do baby sheep.” She flashed an endearing smile.

I paused to look at her for a moment. It was the first genuine smile I’d seen from her.

“Okay.” I smiled in return. “How about chicken? No baby chicken nuggets or anything, just the big adult chicken. Probably was old, near death even…”

She grimaced.

Fuck, Roman, how have you ever even had sex with a woman if you’re this awkward?

“There’s frozen pizza. I always keep it on hand for my sister’s kids.”

I hated frozen pizza, but the smile that lit up her face was so delightful, I made a vow to myself to learn to love it as I stuck it in the microwave.

“Pizza, it is. You want a salad to go with it, and some Italian red?” I looked over the beverage choices I had to offer. “Or Coke? Orange juice? Beer?” Help. I was dying.

“A glass of wine would be nice.” Her tone sounded more relaxed, and I could tell the shock was wearing off.

If it’d been me, I would’ve been scalded with anger. Then I remembered the gun she handed over to me in the car and guessed she just had an iron spine. She deserved to be pampered now, and that’s what I aimed to do.

“I have to say, I didn’t peg you as a pizza eater,” I commented as I grabbed two wine glasses and some nice bottle I brought back from Italy last year.

“Pizza is good for your soul.” She shifted in the chair with a flirty smirk.

“Is it? I’ll have to remember that,” I said, handing her a glass of the rich full-bodied wine, raising my glass to hers. “Cheers.”

We clinked glasses, and I relished the delight that spread across her face after her first sip of wine.

“Nice, isn’t it?” I asked as I watched her enjoy the wine. “I love this label because it reminds me of the small winery in the mountains of Italy I visited. It has a hint of smoky flavor that brings to mind the smoke billowing from tiny mountain houses that sit atop the steep hillside. Then there’s also a touch of flower, like the fragrant ones that dotted the landscape.”

Her eyes lit up. “Roman, you just painted a picture with your description. How lovely. Thank you.” She looked happy-ish, then her head bowed and there was the woman I’d met at Jewel.

Fear that someone from that damn place would come after her almost choked me. I would make sure she’d be safe at all costs. And help her shed the unnatural submissive body language that had probably been seared into her brain.

“I want you to feel safe here. They can’t touch you here. I have security. No one enters the property without permission. You can relax.” But I couldn’t relax. I needed to protect her. As I gazed across the countertop at her, with her beautiful wine-tinged lips and red-brown hair mussed from her flight, my cock came to life with a vengeance. God help me, even as she’d just stepped out of a place where they’d damn near brainwashed her, I wanted her.

I could protect her from them.

But who would protect her from me?


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Adara

It was surreal.

I was in Roman’s massively lavish home, sipping the best wine I’d ever tasted, sharing a frozen pizza with a man who made me smile. Really smile. Even after all that just happened an hour ago.

Being here with him felt so right, even though the circumstances couldn’t have been more wrong.

We simply ate and talked about nothing in particular, and it felt good. He didn’t ask me any more questions about my past and didn’t offer to hash out solutions to my present. We talked about Italy, his nephews, and the history of his home, which apparently had been in his family since the eighteen hundreds.

I got a glimpse of this incredible man’s normal life. Well, normal to him. He was raised with money, and at first glance, had always had far too much of it.

After we finished eating, it was nearly two in the morning.

“You’re exhausted,” he said, keeping a respectful distance. “I’ll walk you to the guest quarters. Now, please be assured that your privacy will be respected. I’m happy to have you here as the space is far too large for one person and the house manager. You are welcome to stay here for as long as you like.”

My heart squeezed at the sincerity in his gaze. “Roman, I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done.” He’d made me feel wanted and safe, which was a feeling I hadn’t known in far too long.

The suites in the west wing were literally on the other side of the expansive home, up an entirely different flight of stairs from the entrance. I’d need a set of wings to get to his side of the mansion if I wanted to do so fast.

I was winded, and my leg was sore by the time we reached my suite. When he opened the door, my jaw felt like it nearly dropped off my face.

I was well accustomed to large homes. Nate and I had owned several. It had always seemed like overkill to me — the house on the beach at Malibu, the one in Brentwood, Tennessee, the place in the Caribbean — but it made Nate happy. And more than anything else, I wanted Nate to be happy. But here, in this home that was more like a hotel, I felt a pang for a moment, imagining Roman growing up here with all this empty space.

This wasn’t my kind of living. I’d had to adjust once mega stardom hit, but I was raised in modest foster homes. Even when I broke out as an artist and started making money, I never really spent it. I’d had a simple condo until I moved into Nate’s opulent house.

I never bought much of anything apart from outfits and a new guitar, although I had the normal expenses that came with touring and performing. Nate, on the other hand, spent a fortune on luxury cars and vacation homes, which I’d ended up eventually sinking much of my own money into because he was such a flamboyant spender that he often got ahead of what he was bringing in. Thanks to my generosity — and ultimately my stupidity — his family now owned everything that hadn’t been foreclosed on after Nate’s death. As naive as a child, I’d let him handle everything. Had trusted him to handle everything. And I hadn’t been smart enough to protect myself.

Standing here, with the massive suite decorated in hues of rich gray with striking white trim, I remembered what it had been like to walk into a room and just enjoy it, not worry about whether you could pay for it or not. I wished I could have that feeling again. There was a thick plush rug on the floor and a scent of cedar in the air, which perfectly complemented the lavish minimalism.

“It’s beautiful,” I said in awe, running my hand across a polished wood table that was a symphony of sleek lines.

“Here…” He nudged me with a gentle touch. “I’ll show you the rest.”

He took me into a small study with a brushed metal desk, a voluminous leather arm chair you could curl up in with a good book, and a bookcase filled with novels that crossed the entire back half of the room. It was cozy and inviting, especially the fireplace in the corner. Roman caught me staring at the hearth, which beckoned me to find a Stephen King novel and just lose myself for a day.

“Would you like me to light the fire?” His eyes sparkled as he spoke, perhaps enjoying the idea that he’d make me happy.

“I’d love one, but not tonight, thank you.” I drifted over to the bookshelves.

“Do you like to read?” There was a discernible note of enthusiasm in his voice.

“Yes, very much.” So much that I was torn between wanting to make conversation with him and hoping to devour the titles before me. “You do too, I take it. Unless…” I looked over at him, slightly worried I’d made too quick an assumption, “this room belongs to someone.” I tried to smile, a little embarrassed to be asking him personal questions, no matter how innocuous.

“It’s my guilty pleasure. I hide in this room and spend the day reading when I want the world to go away. Sadly, I don’t get much of a chance to escape my life.”

He and I seemed to be kindred in so many ways. I wanted to rush over to him and throw my arms around his neck. I felt like we’d known each other all of our lives, and even lifetimes before that.

With Nate, I’d learned to love him. Nate had grown on me, and we volleyed our considerable differences with compromise and negotiation.

With Roman, things felt simple, like they just slipped into place.

“Since you’re tired, I’d like to show you the bedroom and bath,” he said as he nudged me toward the hallway, “then I’ll retire myself.” His eyes were red. He was tired as well.

The king-sized bed heaped with pillows in the finest damask looked so soft and delightful, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.

“This is your bedroom, I hope you’ll be comfortable here. Please make yourself at home.” He turned and opened the door next to a giant walk-in closet and revealed an amazing marble covered room with a swimming-pool-sized whirlpool and two sinks.

“I can’t believe this place,” I said, amazed. “I had a nice home before… but this is exquisite.”

“Thanks. My mom has good taste, but when I bought the place from my parents, I added many upgrades that better suited my needs.” He seemed really proud of the work he’d done to the house, but it felt unlived in, like it was waiting for people to fill it up.

Such a big place for only one person seemed like a waste, unless he was fond of entertaining.

“Do you host a lot of parties here?”

I blushed, and he laughed. I knew from the look in his eyes that he understood my unintentional meaning. Why would a single guy have such a huge place for entertaining? He shut the bathroom door and brought me back into the living space.

“I have a few parties now and then.” The way he said it implied that he didn’t want to expand on the subject.

There was a small suitcase standing near the entrance door that wasn’t there when we first walked in. My heart leaped into my throat, and I felt a rush of nauseating heat coat my skin. I was too accustomed to Jewel, where a suitcase that appeared out of nowhere was liable to be filled with sex toys and other erotic items.

“What’s that?” I almost didn’t want to know.

He sensed my fear right away and smoothed his arm down my back. I stiffened at his touch.

“Ms. White has brought you some clothes.”

I swallowed hard and stepped away from him. “Do you keep women’s clothes in different sizes?” Maybe I was entirely wrong about him. I barely knew this man, and here I’d walked into a secluded mansion with him alone. Maybe I was still naive. Maybe I was still too trusting. Maybe…

“My sister used to live here with me before she was married last year. She loves to shop, it’s her downfall. Almost an addiction. She has so many clothes she never gets the chance to wear everything she buys. You and she are about the same size. Luckily, her more frugal husband has curbed her of the habit. In fact, she’s taken a disturbing turn in the opposite direction. They’re camping this week in Banff, Canada. Just them and some hippie friends.” He scrunched up his face in disdain.

I blew out a breath. My paranoia was getting away from me. Was it? Wasn’t it? I wasn’t even sure what to think anymore.

He was staring at me, and I realized I was dropping the ball on our conversation.

“Camping in Canada sounds fun actually.” I hated to contradict him, but it did sound like a blast. “Camping in the great outdoors… wine, campfires. Sounds amazing.”

He stared at me like he thought being outdoors would be akin to torture.

He obviously hates it.

The real me had just popped out. I’d tried so hard in the past months to keep my persona tightly knit. No holes, no fissures. I’d had to be in control, sexy, alluring, and mysterious. That was the Butterfly, but the Butterfly wasn’t me.

Adara Wilde was nothing like the barely dressed woman who soared over men’s heads for their sexual entertainment. It had physically pained me to have to put on the act. In the past, I’d been happiest when I could grab my guitar and sing my heart out for hours. I remembered when, after playing, I’d hunker down for a milkshake and a good book in front of a blazing fire, like the one in the study. I felt a longing for my guitar that I hadn’t felt in a long time.

That was me. This black clad, mask-wearing phantom was only a shell.

“Well, maybe in the right company,” he said with a slight smirk. “Being with a bunch of millennials — aka my recently married sister and her new hubby — who is also a business partner, didn’t sound like much fun.”

“Sounds like you and your sister are pretty different.”

I was surprised at how happy I sounded, how happy I actually felt to be here. In contrast, he seemed to be pretending happiness. Why? Was he worried about me being in his home? Or was he simply lonely in this monstrous house all by himself?

He laughed. “You have no idea.” He looked around the room like he was trying to think of more to show me then stuck his hands in his pockets. “So, the suitcase most likely has a selection of my sister’s unfortunates, which never got to see their day in the sun. There’s still a closet full of them in her room. I can show you where if you’d like… if you want to look for something else.” His face became very serious, and in it, I could see the staunch businessman that seemed to be the him he was most comfortable with.

“I’m sure they’ll be fine, thank you.” Without meaning to, I quietly returned to the Butterfly persona again.

An air of discomfort and awkwardness sparked up between us. It was time to put this day to bed. I couldn’t hold up much longer, and I could see he was struggling as well. The day had been traumatic, and I had a lot to think about. And I could think better after I’d rested. My mind was too jumbled right now.

“Well, it’s time we get some sleep, I think. There’s a large selection of toiletries in the bathroom, use whatever you like. You have my number, so just text me when you’re ready to eat breakfast, or if you sleep in, lunch. I’ll have someone bring a fridge in here tomorrow and get you stocked so you can have some snacks and things for yourself. There’s an auxiliary kitchen on this wing, but it’s in the service area, and it hasn’t been used for over a year, so if you like to cook or whatever… I can have it refurb—”

I laughed. A loud audacious sound. The real me laugh. “No need. I’m flattered though that you would go to such lengths for me.”

“Well, I’d have it updated, at least,” he said as his face flushed red. It was cute, and it was beginning to believe that he harbored feelings for me. Real feelings. Not just intrigue and lust.

“I’ll text you, which sounds crazy, but I’d probably never find you in this house. This is all so lovely. I don’t know how to thank you.” Tears heated my eyes, and I knew at any moment I was going to be like a dam bursting.

He knocked me in the arm in an endearing, boyish gesture, like a fifth grader who was embarrassed that he’d bought his crush too much for Christmas. “Stop it.” He stared at me with his eyes full of hope, nodded, and started to walk past me to the door.

Without thinking, I reached out and grabbed his arm, stopping him. After my fingers wrapped around hard biceps, I wasn’t sure what I was going to say. My lips parted but no sound came out.

“I still don’t know your name.” His voice held a wishful quality that had my heart pounding out of my chest.

Should I tell him? How could I not? What if he wasn’t what he seemed?

“Adara,” I whispered.

He repeated it, but only when he said it, my name sounded like the most exquisite of exotic fragrances. Then his arms were around me and his warm lips pressed against mine. He tasted like cinnamon and mint, and the scent of him — clean, refreshing as the sun on morning dew — seemed to rush into my bloodstream like a drug. One minute I was standing firmly planted on the plush rug, the next I was floating near the ceiling.

Too soon, he pulled back, stepped away, and all the aches in my body I’d forgotten slammed into me.

He said goodnight and left me in the extravagant suite all by myself, my own wing on the opposite end of the house from him. It was both amazing and eerie.

Feeling unsettled, I pulled my phone out of the pocket of my cape, along with the charger he gave me. Roman must’ve silenced it earlier because there were twelve text messages and two new voicemails. I couldn’t handle the thought of facing any of them, so I put the phone on the nightstand and tried to ignore it. Then I opened the suitcase, which was full of beautiful clothing that sent ripples of excitement through me.

I wore beautiful stuff at Jewel, but most of what they’d given me had a sophisticated sexiness to it, or sluttiness, depending on the purpose. In these clothes, I would feel fun and flirty, instead of cheap and exploited. I loved them. I’d probably love his sister.

I went into the bathroom and decided to sink into the huge Grecian tub for a hot soak before bed. I’d relish this rare moment of bliss.

What would become of me would have to be dealt with tomorrow.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Roman

I felt a tremendous sense of accomplishment and relief at being able to get Adara to my home and away from Jewel. The next thing on my agenda was to call my friend on the detective force in Butte.

I woke Thomas from a dead sleep but could tell it was something he was accustomed to. He whistled low when I finally made it through the whole story and promised to get a team together to begin an investigation of Jewel as soon as possible.

Tomorrow, I would confront Adara about her identity and initiate a more honest relationship with her. I hoped she’d received my letter and the flowers, but she didn’t mention them, though she’d been wearing the necklace I sent around her neck. Since they’d used me to dupe her with Jack, I was surprised she’d been given any of it. I’d hoped my message would open her up to me just a little.

Though she’d given me her real name, I needed to find a way to get Adara to have enough confidence in me to trust me with her story. I would earn that trust.

When I woke up midmorning the next day, I was feeling restless and excited. I wanted to rush to her suite and see if she’d slept well, if she was hungry. As the morning dragged into afternoon, and I’d heard nothing from her — no text, no phone call — I panicked for a moment thinking she may have left the house. I contacted Ms. White, who assured me that Adara was still sleeping peacefully.

I’d canceled my business appointments for the day to spend the time with Adara and felt restless, like my organs wanted to crawl from my skin. To relax, I sat down at the piano in the sitting room near the main entrance hall. Playing the piano had always settled my nerves. I hadn’t realized I’d been playing for so long until I heard footsteps on the staircase behind me.

I lifted my fingers from the keys and watched her struggle down the stairs with her cane.

“Well, look who’s finally awake at four in the afternoon,” I teased, hoping she wouldn’t be offended by the jest. There was so much we still didn’t know about each other. So much to learn and uncover.

She flashed a shy smile. She was still wearing that damn flesh-colored mask and one of the outfits my sister had left. She looked stunning in the jeans and billowing floral print, just the perfect mix of casual and ethereal. Her leg was in a brace, which made her gait stiff and awkward as she maneuvered down the stairs. At least she felt comfortable enough here to not hide her disability from me. I wanted to ask about her medical procedures and recovery, but I wanted her to tell me her story in her own time.

I also wanted to jump up and help her, pick her up and carry her down the stairs. Hell, I’d install a damn elevator, but I didn’t want her to feel helpless. I could only hope she was steady enough to negotiate the stairs safely.

“I’m glad you were able to get some rest,” I added, keeping my tone light and casual so she didn’t feel uneasy about her lengthy decent.

The smile grew wider. “That’s the most comfortable bed in the world.”

An image popped in my head of me lowering her to that bed, stripping her of that blouse, the jeans. When I would have risen and greeted her at the bottom of the stairs, I was forced to remain at the piano or give myself away. “Yes, I’m a sucker for a good memory foam mattress.”

God, I’m so interesting. Maybe I could woo her into bed with my knowledge of mattresses. I needed to get a grip.

“I didn’t know you played piano.” When she neared me, I could smell her scent, light and flowery and just her. “Well, I don’t really know much about you, do I? Other than what I’ve read on the internet…” She blushed and pressed her lips together.

“Right. The young entrepreneur who’s taken the world by storm with his transoceanic ‘must haves.’ Ugh, I hate reading about myself. I’ve about stopped giving interviews because they take maybe half of what I say, then what they chop together makes me sound like an arrogant ass.” I felt that way, but I was actually titillated by the fact that she’d read about me online.

“I was thinking about one of the ten most sexy men of the World Wide Web,” she said playfully.

“Oh, that one’s even worse,” I exclaimed, rolling my eyes for effect. “I absolutely hate the way news outlets portray me as some kind of hot forager of unexplored business opportunities. It makes me feel so cheap and opportunistic.”

Whether it was true or not, I wanted to think that she’d looked me up online because she was as interested in me as I was in her.

“I know what you mean,” she agreed, and it took a second for it to click. All the news stories after Nate’s death. They’d painted her as guileful, like she’d only been with Nate for his money. Damn it. I really was one smooth operator. My heart dropped to the floor.

To make her feel better, I told her one of my most embarrassing moments. “I once did a photo shoot that was supposed to be me surrounded by the things I import. It turned out that the photographer wanted me to pose with only the luxurious drapes. And that’s all.”

She stared at me blankly for a second, then her eyes popped wide and she barked out a laugh. “In nothing but drapes?”

“They thought it would be sexy and modern.” The way she was staring at me now, it was like she couldn’t imagine me even being asked to pose that way. Did that mean she didn’t think I was sexy?

Wow, that’d be a twist. According to the internet, almost every woman on the planet found me attractive. So that certainly hadn’t been a problem up until now. Being seen as an asshole focused on capitalizing on a business venture over human interaction tended to be more of what I battled with.

“Ah, you don’t think I’m sexy.” I hung my head and drew my lip downward, exaggerating disappointment.

“No, no.” She moved closer. “I was just trying to imagine you… draped in… drapes. It would depend on the kind of drapes, would they be made of crepe or silk? Cause crepe would be hell on the skin.” She covered her hand with her mouth and snickered. When her gaze landed on the drapes in the living room, her eyes got even bigger and she pointed. “Do you mind giving me a little remake? We’ve got the props right here.”

I hadn’t seen this lighthearted, teasing side of her, and I liked it. Her smile was happy, and her eyes shone.

“Right.” I gave her a knowing look. “Mind if I put on some music?”

She lifted a shoulder. “If that’s what you need to get you in the mood, Mr. Sexiest International Tradesman. What you were playing was nice.”

“Thanks, but I’m just an amateur piano player. Let’s have some lunch and listen to the pros.” I reached for my phone on the edge of the piano and put on a play list I’d organized this morning. Adara Wilde’s “Mamma Ain’t Gonna Lie” was the third song. I had a few minutes to warm her up before things were possibly going to get tense.

“Sure. I like listening to you play, though. I’ve been up for a while and could hear from the west wing. You’re quite good.”

“I hope I didn’t wake you.”

“It was nice, lying in bed and listening to you play.” Her eyes darkened and fell to my lips, my chest… my hands.

The sudden image flooded my brain of her lying on white sheets, piano music all around, and nothing between us but notes filling the air.

My cock stood at attention, and I couldn’t take the torture of not knowing any longer. I stood, using the piano to block my lower half. “About last night…”

“Yes. I haven’t thanked you enough, Roman. The necklace.” She fingered it around her neck. “The flowers and card. I—”

“No, I just… I don’t want you to think I would take advantage of you. I want you to know that I think highly of you and I would never…” My gaze landed on her lips and seemed to stick there, like magnets to metal.

“Kiss me if I didn’t want you to?”

That broke me out of my trance, and my eyes shot up to hers. “Yes. Exactly. I’d…” I moved closer. “I’d never kiss you if you didn’t want it. Never do anything you didn’t want.”

Her lips were drawing me in again, and I wanted to taste them, nibble them, run my tongue over them. Taste the rest of her. I wanted to lay her out on the piano and stroke her until she hit a high note just for me.

The idea of her splayed out on the piano led to a fast fantasy of fucking her till dawn, making me flush, my dick stiffening with desire.

Damn it, how was I going to keep myself away from this woman?

Her face had gone scarlet, and she stuttered, “I know some ninja moves, I’ll just warn you.” She threw up her arms into a karate stance. “But I’m not sure they’re effective against the Sexiest Tradesman.”

“Stand down, princess, let’s have lunch first.” I blocked her maneuver, took her hand in mine, and led her to the dining room where Ms. White had set out a beautiful lunch of roasted chicken and herb salad.

“This looks wonderful.” She smiled, squeezing my hand before letting it go. “And this table. If I sit at one end and you sit at the other, we’d need to text to communicate.” She went to the far end of the table and waved.

I laughed. “We can play king and queen later. My sister and I used to. Right now, though, I was hoping you’d sit beside me.” I gestured to the place setting that was already next to mine.

As she made her way around the table to her chair, it happened. Her song came on, and she froze, her hand gripping the back of her chair. All the color drained from her face as she stood there immobilized.

I too was frozen, with hope and trepidation, but also in fear that she would be hurt or angry. I tried to relay my care and compassion in my gaze. “This is one of my favorite songs, Adara.”

Her eyes found mine and were glassy with tears.

My eyes never left hers. “It’s beautiful. I’m curious, what was your inspiration?”

I didn’t want to play games, and I didn’t think it would help her to live a lie any longer. She’d have to face this moment sooner or later. I was helping her do just that as gently as I could.

I watched her suck in a deep breath and hold herself together. She didn’t say a word.

I realized she needed to be eased into this, so I continued, “I ask because I know the story about the little girl you wrote it for. But when I listen to the words, they seem more personal, more heartfelt than just the vision of a young girl with her mother. I wondered if this song wasn’t about that child, but was instead about you as a little girl.”

I was coming on strong, so left off the part about her as a child wanting a mother who didn’t lie, but I could tell she got my meaning. I wanted her to trust me, to confide in me, to show me her true self.

As I watched her, the first part of her façade crumbled. Silent tears dripped down her face.

My heart panged. “I don’t want to upset you. It’s the farthest from my intentions, but we need to be honest with one another. I can’t imagine how painful it’s been… like living a nightmare, I suppose. You don’t have to remove your mask or reveal any more of yourself to me if you don’t want to. I’m not asking for that. Though I wish you would trust in me that way.”

She finally moved, raising her hand to wipe at a tear. “I…” She shook her head.

“Believe me when I tell you, I’ve wanted to escape the world as well, and trust me, there are still days I wish I could. I’ll give you a home and a sanctuary here for as long as you need it, all I ask is that you not lie to me.”

She nodded and sat down heavily, blindly stared at the wall across from her, still not speaking.

Not wanting to push her further and knowing she hadn’t eaten since sometime yesterday, I dropped the subject. “May I offer you some chicken?”

Her song played on, the only sound in the room for a moment.

“Yes please,” she whispered in a daze.

I took her plate, dishing up a healthy serving and did the same with mine. While the moment was very uncomfortable, this was actually going better than I expected. She took a bite of chicken, almost in a trance. However, she didn’t come apart or flee or make up more lies. It was progress.

“After lunch, I thought we’d take my horses out and have a ride around the property. The family owns most of this mountain, I’m embarrassed to say, but it’s really beautiful land. There’s a lake with a waterfall nearby and lots of interesting waterfowl, especially this time of year. Do you think you’d be up for something like that? It won’t be too rigorous, just a nice ride.”

As I spoke, her expression turned sad, and I couldn’t think of why riding a horse in the mountains to a beautiful lake would make a person sad. Unless they couldn’t ride… I really am an imbecile.

Her leg. She couldn’t ride a horse.

I threw the plan in reverse and switched gears. “There’s also an ATV in the barn, it’s called a side-by-side. Handy thing. Kind of a cross between a four-wheeler and a golf cart. It’ll get you anywhere practically.”

Her eyes slowly moved to mine and I could see the gratefulness there. I was surprised my heart didn’t fall out onto my plate. It took me a second to catch my breath again.

“We can have a little adventure and look at the mountains, watch the birds…” Kiss.

Well, hello, Mr. Indecent. You know exactly what you want to do with her, and it isn’t watching birds.

“That sounds nice,” she answered, still mostly in a trance.

“Do you hate me for calling you out? I don’t want to cause you more pain.” I took a bite of chicken to ensure I couldn’t say anything completely idiotic before she answered.

“I guess it was going to happen sooner or later,” she whispered and looked down at her plate.

“I’m quite a fan of your music. I have all of your CDs and a rare live recording. I’m trying to keep my cool here.” With my more than obvious fan boy crush written across my face, heat flared all over my body, my cock standing up so straight he could’ve led a marching band.

Great. Now she was going to think I was some kind of crazed fan who wanted to lock her up here. Fuck her silly. Keep her forever.

I swallowed down the dry lump of tension in my throat, and as discreetly as I could, floated my cloth napkin to hide the boner bandleader.

She remained silent, so I cleared my throat. “What I mean to say, is I admire your work. I’m not some crazed whack job.”

She reached her hand out and placed it on top of mine. “Roman, I’m not that person anymore.” Her voice was weighted down with sorrow.

I didn’t want her to be sad, but the depression now hanging in the room was certainly helping my boner take a seat, which was a relief.

“I don’t know you — the real you. The rock star you and the Butterfly you are images created by a fantasy brought to life. While I admit I’ve got a bit of a rock-star crush on Adara Wilde, the woman seated next to me is still just as much a mystery as she was when I met her a couple days ago. What I do know is that you have a choice to be who and what you want. Your life is going to be different now, just as you’re different inside now. You can be whoever you want to be, Adara.” Well, that wasn’t so badly spoken. Perhaps I was getting my mojo back.

She took another bite, chewed thoughtfully as she continued to gaze at me. The fear had faded, and her eyes looked more alive with each chew.

“Just so you know, I really like the woman I’ve come to know so far.”

Finally, the sweet expression I was becoming accustomed to when she looked at me took over her face. “And I really like the man I’ve come to know so far. You definitely have good taste in music, though I wouldn’t have taken you for a rock fan.”

She was playing with me. Additional progress.

“I’m multi-faceted.” I met her eyes, looked deep to make sure I hadn’t caused unnecessary harm.

We both fell silent as the next song came on. My urge was to blather on, fill the silence, but I’d already dug quite a deep hole for myself.

“This singer, Rain McAvery…” She closed her eyes and listened the song currently playing for a few moments. “She was one of my best friends in the industry.”

“Was?” I acted on instinct and reached out for her hand and held it.

“She never called me after the accident. Her agent sent flowers. Rumors had already started that I’d refused to leave the stage that night. They were saying things like I was a whore for the spotlight. Insinuating I may as well have killed him.” She shook her head and the look in her eyes told me she was remembering the way everything had spiraled downward after that night.

“Adara, listen.” I opened my heart, throwing my fears out the window. I reached over, turned the phone off, wondering if every song would have ties for her. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I don’t know if I did or not. I’ve never been able to remember everything that happened.”

“You didn’t. I know.” I took a deep breath. “I was there.”

Her head snapped up. “What?”

“I attended that concert. I saw it all from the VIP lounge. You did exactly what security instructed, so did Nate. The storm was supposed to hit farther to the west, and it didn’t. Then, the crowd didn’t want to comply. They didn’t want to miss the acclaimed couple. But no one could have known what would happen.”

Her eyes searched mine. “They told me he gave up his own life protecting me.”

I huffed. “Of course he did. What man in his right mind wouldn’t? Look, I know I didn’t know you, but I always followed your work and was so shocked and sad for you. Then when you didn’t surface, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I tried to find you.” I sighed, realizing how I sounded. “I swear I’m not a crazy fan.”

That made her smile at least, so I plowed on. “My knowing who you are doesn’t change anything for you. It doesn’t erase painful memories or recover any of what you’ve lost. All it does is make us more honest with each other, so that whatever… friendship arises out of this situation is based on truth. Your secret is safe with me as long as you want to keep it. You can stay as disappeared as you’ve been. But it allows us to stop talking in circles, get to know each other and get things out in the open between us. Without you being some ethereal creature from heaven.” I smiled, hoping the joke would lighten the mood. “Just slap me and tell me to shut up if you want.”

“I can’t.” Tears shined in her eyes as she smiled at me. “I have to help Brandy, and I need your help to do it. She’s the only person who’s stuck by me, even if I doubted her at times. If I’d actually shot Jack, it could have made her an accessory to—”

“It wasn’t loaded.” Her eyes flew to mine, and her forehead wrinkled. “She gave it to you so you could escape him, not kill him.”

She took a few moments to process that before meeting my eyes again. “I have to do something, I can’t just leave her there. Or the rest of them. There’s things happening there that shouldn’t be, beyond the prostitution.”

“Yes, Adara, I know,” I said gently and put my hand on top of her cold one. “I spoke to a detective friend last night when I left you in your suite. He’s beginning an investigation as we speak.”

When she stiffened, I squeezed her hand. “He won’t let harm come to them. It’s best if we stay out of the way until we can help your friends. Let me show you the sights around here for a little while.”

I breathed a silent sigh of relief when she agreed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Adara

He’d both shocked me and touched me deeply the way he made it known he knew who I was. And it surprised me to realize how much his reaction to my concerns made me want him to stop tiptoeing around me. His generosity and kindness had filled a hole in me that had been chewing deeper into my heart for a while now.

It was like I had been set free. And the attraction that I felt for him suddenly tripled. I wanted him to yank me out of my chair, press me up against the wall, and grind that cock he couldn’t hide with a napkin against me until I forgot about the accident or Jewel or—

“Once you’re finished, I’ll see if I can root up some boots for you.” He was still talking about going out to the lake, but between the sexual tension and the shock of him figuring out who I was, I couldn’t process it all.

“How did you know?” When he didn’t seem to understand the question, I clarified, “How did you recognize me, I mean?”

“It was the moonlight. I’d felt like I knew you since the moment you fell into my arms. Then last night, when the moon lit you up in the car, it was like a spotlight and… there you were.”

He had such an eloquent way of speaking that I thought I could sit here and just listen to him talk all day. “I’m happy that you know, Roman. I was afraid to tell you. I guess I was worried you’d be like the others and make assumptions.”

Or that he’d want me to take off my mask. Dread filled my veins each time I thought of the day when I’d have to take it off, yet at the same time, I was ready. Almost.

“Never.”

For some reason, I believed him, and I thought he really could understand since his family was so high-end and in the public eye. But I couldn’t stay here forever, hiding in his home. I knew the day was coming when I’d have to salvage what there was left of me and face the world.

We finished our lunch, and since it was a beautiful Sunday afternoon, a day riding around exploring his property sounded delightful.

Though I couldn’t ride, Roman and I stopped so I could meet his horses. One beautiful roan who was so speckled she looked like she should have been a cartoon character, laid her chin over my shoulder and sighed, winning my heart immediately.

“I wish I could ride her.” Stroking the horse’s neck, I leaned into her as she pressed her weight against me.

Roman looked at my leg speculatively, as if he was already making plans. “That’s Sissaleigh. She was my grandmother’s and has the disposition to match. Both sweet, both determined to get what they want.”

I laughed. “And what does Sissaleigh want?”

“Right now, she wants treats. We’ll bring you some when we come back, you.” He spoke directly to the horse like she was human, and she nodded her head and snorted like she agreed and couldn’t believe he hadn’t brought them the first time. “My grandmother died last year.”

“Oh, Roman, I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, I miss her, and so does the horse. Feel free to come down here and bring her apples whenever you want.”

When he was finally able to drag me away from the horse, we got out his side-by-side and zipped over the fields. We rode around the lake shore, and he showed me the waterfall in the creek that  fed water into the dammed lake.

His property was magnificent. His was the only house you could see for miles, and very secluded from everything. I couldn’t believe he liked living alone, way out here with just a housekeeper, in such seclusion. It seemed a bit too remote for such a vibrant man.

“Why do you live out here all alone?” I finally got the nerve to ask when we were seated near the lake under a vine-covered pergola in Adirondack chairs. When he’d said by the lake, I’d never envisioned something from a movie set. “It’s gorgeous, but don’t you get lonely this far away from everything and everyone?”

“Not really.” He stretched out in the chair and looked up at the blue sky. “It’s about a twenty-minute drive from my office, so I can be back in the thick of things pretty quick, and with all my international business, I spend a lot of time on the phone, which I can do here. Then there’s the travel.”

“I wasn’t talking about work.”

“Oh.” His eyebrows went up and he shrugged. “It’s hard to hide all this.” He spread his arms wide. “It’s obvious who I am, what I have before I even start dating a woman. Most want what I have and that’s all.”

“They want you for your money, you mean.” He shrugged again, and I sighed. “Sometimes, Roman, you can’t stop stupidity.”

He grinned, a full-on smile that made my toes curl. “Behind the ridge over there is a huge housing community filled with McMansions and a golf course. Every year they ask me to sell them a chunk of my land so they can expand the community, and every year I say no without an ounce of hesitation. If I wanted to be a part of the Nuovo rich scene, all I’d have to do is hike to the top of the hill, shimmy over the fence and I’d have my pick of buddies.” He leaned his head back and closed his eyes.

“God, you’re bringing back memories. I remember I couldn’t go anywhere by myself without security. The last time I did that, I stopped at Macy’s to pick up a new bottle of Chloé Love Story, and when one person recognized me it was like an avalanche. Mall security had to come get me and hide me in the stock room until it cleared out and I could leave.”

“We have crazy lives. We should write a book.” His head flew up off the back of the chair. “I didn’t really mean that. No books.” Then he sighed and flopped back down so hard his head made a clunking sound. “Ouch.”

Laughter built in my abdomen, and when it came out, it reminded me of when I was a kid and I’d open up a soda after not having had one for so long, and how crisp and clean and tickly it was as I took the first sip.

Roman turned at my laugh, and the raw desire on his face made my body feel heavy, my throat dry.

“Did you bring any water?” I asked, feeling a little faint.

He popped up from his chair, holding a hand out for me. “I didn’t bring any, but there’s a lake house near here. It’s stocked. We can ride there for refreshments.”

“That sounds wonderful. And another nice surprise.” I took his hand, and tried to hold in the gasp when his skin against mine made an electric arrow shoot straight to my core.

“The bungalow just beyond the bluff is always fully ready for a stay and is meant for couples. My sister had it built so she and her husband could get away from her children occasionally, but they hardly ever get to use it.”

I struggled to get up out of the chair, and in one move, he scooped me up and carried me bridal style to the side-by-side, then drove us to the bungalow.

My heart melted in my chest. He was such a hero underneath the strict businessman, and it felt so nice to be taken care of for once. It made me want to abandon my tough girl attitude for a little while and just enjoy this. But I couldn’t let it last.

“Does your leg always hurt?” he asked, looking concerned.

“I’m fine. I’m just a little sore from my escape through the woods last night.” And all the stairs at the country-mile-wide mansion, and the fact that my pain medication I rarely used was back at Jewel. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell him all this and sound ungrateful. “The bones were shattered, there are a lot of pins and wires holding it together. I need a few more operations, but it works well enough. Having the brace helps.”

He carried me through the bungalow doors, and as with everything else, the place was gorgeous. There was a large L-shaped couch that blended with the cabin decor, a full-sized sleek kitchen and long banquet table in a screened porch off the living room. But my attention was drawn to a set of gauzy drapes, behind which was a king-sized bed surrounded by floor-to-ceiling windows. You could lay in the bed and have a full view of the woods.

He put me down on my feet, and I ran my hand over the silky partition, gazing out at the green.

“It’s one-way glass. You can see out, but no one can see in. Have a seat, I’ll grab a couple waters.”

I did as he said and sat down on the couch so my eyes would stop going to the bed.

“Do you ever come out here and sleep?” I asked, thinking it would be nice to fall asleep looking out at the trees.

“I designed it just for that, but honestly, I’ve never done it.”

“I think this is where I’d live if given a choice.” I got up off the couch to walk around the place, too antsy to sit still.

He went to the kitchen again where he popped open a beer. “You want one?” he asked, raising his bottle.

“No, just water is fine for now.” I wanted a beer but needed a clear mind for what I was about to ask from him.

He followed me out on the deck, and we sat in the cushioned chairs and watched the lake for a while. I tried to gather my thoughts, but my attraction to him was distracting. He was physically perfect and such an interesting man. It’d been so long since I’d loved anyone, I wasn’t even sure how to do it, but the Roman of my dreams kept coming back to me.

Don’t ever forget this, the dream Roman had said. And I didn’t want to. In fact, I wanted to see if we would be anything like the us in my dream.

But I needed something else first.

“Tell me what you saw that night from the VIP lounge.”

His head whipped in my direction. “Adara—”

“Please.” I turned to him, pleading with him with my eyes. I had to know, needed to know if I was ever going to be able to put it behind me and move on. “You said you would do whatever I needed. I need this, the memory of it.”

Roman paused and gazed out at the lake, so I did too. When he started talking, it was like I was back there on that stage, the wind whipping into the lights above, the crowd chanting our names.

To the sound of Roman’s voice, it all came tumbling back, as if his words had opened a dam.

The way the wind changed in a heartbeat from gusty to tempest.

The sound of metal screeching overhead.

I felt the warmth of Nate’s strong body hit me as he wrapped his arms around me, and we tumbled to the stage floor together.

“I love you,” I had shouted through the roar, and I thought he said it back to me. When I looked up, the lighting truss was coming down on us in a twist of metal.

Pain.

Screaming.

Everything being cut off by merciful blackness.

“When I opened my eyes again, all I knew was pain and horror. I could hardly breathe from the pressure of Nate on top of me, and the mangled piece of metal on top of him. When we were finally freed, I was rushed into surgery for my face and leg.”

Roman was silent now, holding my hand as the dam he’d opened streamed down my face.

“Afterwards, the police told me he lived for twenty minutes, laying on top of me. Protecting me.”

Roman kissed my hand. “That’s what you do when you love someone. You protect them any way you can. Sometimes with your life.” His eyes were so raw that I had to look back out at the lake.

We sat there for a long time while I thought about that night and everything that had come after.

Was I ready to let Nate go? Let Roman in? How would I know?

“After we met at the club…” I wasn’t sure what I was starting, but even though I was shaking a little on the inside, I wanted to see it through. “I dreamed of you.” I took a sip of water to calm my nerves as I waited for his reaction.

He laughed, the sound muffled and uncomfortable sounding.

“Well…” I backtracked, “I mean it was—”

He squeezed my hand tighter. “I’m laughing because I dreamed of you too.”

I linked my fingers through his. “Seriously?”

“Yes. Well, it was a little more than a dream…” He licked his bottom lip then bit down on it as his eyes traced over my body.

I met his stare when his eyes returned to mine and swallowed hard. “I guess if we’re being honest, mine was a little more than a dream too. You told me I was beautiful and made me promise to let you love me.”

“Did I? How smart I am.” His eyes dropped to my lips.

“I’m not what you think I am. You haven’t…” I bit back my words. I couldn’t bring myself to highlight the fact that he hadn’t seen my face yet. I knew all the illusion would rain down on me once he did.

“I think I know enough about you not to care too much about what’s under your mask. I’m assuming that’s what you’re worried about?”

I nodded, more tears coming to the surface.

“I’ve been wanting to do this since the moment I first saw you.” He leaned in and scooped me out of the chair, depositing me on his lap.

Slowly threading his fingers through my hair, he pulled my face down to his, his gaze grabbing mine with the spark of desire in his eyes. A delirious breath escaped me as his sensuous lips pressed against mine, softly, gently.

I opened for him, and heat radiated through my body as his tongue played with mine. He tasted of mint and beer, and all I could think was that I wanted more.

Pulling back, he gripped my face in his hands, giving me the intent stare that sent shivers down my spine. “I want you, Adara. Let me love you.”

Emotion choked me, and all I could get out was, “Yes.”

He surged to his feet with me in his arms and carried me inside, laying me on top of the bed as he slid in beside me.

“Are you sure you’re okay to…” His chest heaved in an effort to tame his need and remain in control, his erection pressing against my hip.

“Yes. Please. I want this. Want you.”

He positioned his body closer to me as his fingers ran through my hair and his mouth returned to mine. This time, he laid his leg across me, so there was no denying the rock-hard cock throbbing against my thigh.

His hand massaged my scalp, sending tingling sensations all over my body as his mouth and tongue explored my neck before making its way back to my mouth. Our tongues danced, swirling, growing familiar with the other. I moaned at the loss of his lips when he nibbled down my jaw and neck, licking at my collarbone. I squirmed beneath him, wetness blooming between my legs.

My hands flew to his hair and laced into the silky strands as he lifted my gauzy shirt up and unclasped my bra, freeing my breasts to his mouth. All the pent-up energy and sexual tension we’d held at bay ignited.

His wonderful mouth found my pert nipples standing erect, and he tugged on one with his teeth, his tongue flicking first one then the other. I held onto his shoulders and arched up, wanting him to take more, then shifted closer to him and ground myself onto his erection, pressing as close as our bodies would allow.

He stroked his tongue over one nipple and moved to the next, sucked and nibbled and my entire body tightened. “Oh my god,” I gasped, my fingers fisting in his hair. I was forced to release him when he lifted my shirt over my head and shimmied my bra off my shoulders.

“I want your shirt off too.” Wanted to see all the muscles that teased me as I pressed up against them.

His eyes blazed smoking holes in me. He growled and straddled me as he unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged it off his incredible chest. My hands smoothed over the hard ridges and valleys that knitted his abdomen, then up the tattoo across his shoulder. He didn’t have an ounce of fat on his body. His skin was silky, and he smelled of the outdoors with a hint of musky male.

I sat up to take his nipple in my mouth, swirling my tongue around the tiny tuft of hair that encircled the deep brown bud. He growled, the low rumble of the sound vibrating against my lips, urging me on. I didn’t need the encouragement as I took the other nipple between my teeth, then moaned as he leaned down to kiss my ear, running his tongue around the edge. I sighed as he gripped my hair harder, pulling my head back until he could take my mouth again.

I clutched at him when he abruptly broke away and propped himself up on his knees as he looked down on me, his eyes darkened with lust. He was so strong and powerful, it was a bit unnerving to see him devour me with his gaze, but then he was caressing my thighs, stroking closer to my heated center and nothing else mattered. I wanted to touch him, could see the bulge where his cock begged to be freed from the thick denim.

“Is this okay?” he asked as fingered the button on my jeans.

“Please, yes.” I bit my lip as my heart cartwheeled in my chest and I laid back onto the bed.

His voice rumbled out a long, low purr while he unbuckled my brace, then began to slide my jeans and panties together over my hips. Panic picked at me. I wasn’t on the pill, and worse, without the jeans, the long line of scars that coursed down my twisted leg would be revealed.

As if he could sense what I was thinking, his hands paused, and he met my eyes. “You’re beautiful exactly the way you are.”

Tears burned, and I nodded, giving him permission to expose me. If he was going to reject me, it was better for him to do it early in our relationship before my heart got any more involved.

But the desire in his eyes never wavered as my thighs, knees, shins were laid bared. He sucked in a sharp intake of breath, but his attention was on the apex of my legs, the scrap of dark hair that peeked at him. His hands continued their gentle massage, moving over my inner thighs, teasing me as if the twisted and puckered skin didn’t exist.

My voice trembled with both fear and desire. “I’m not on the pill.”

He looked up at me, and his face lit up with humor. “I make sure anyone who stays here is stocked. The last thing my sister needs is more kids.” Then he dipped his mouth down into my navel, and I gasped and arched as he swirled his tongue in small circles around it.

“Yes.” I exhaled sharply, unable to believe how close I was to orgasming with only his touch. He was driving me crazy with his wandering hands and mouth. And it had been so long since I’d allowed anyone to do more than shake my hand.

He stopped momentarily and looked at me, his face open and sincere. “Adara, I’ve wanted to make love to you from the moment I first met you. I want you to feel loved.” He leaned down and kissed me again. “Today is all about you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Roman

I couldn’t believe I was here with Adara. Touching her did something to me that had never happened before. She made me want to give her everything I possibly could. Make love to her body. Make love to her mind. I sincerely didn’t care what was under her mask. I thought I already knew what was in her heart.

Kissing her breasts, I watched her beautiful nipples peak under my ministrations. Danced my fingers and thumbs over them until the berries puckered into rosy pink buds. She was divine, her body amazingly crafted with strong, lean muscles strengthened by challenging nightly performances. I kissed her lips again and tasted the sweetness of her mouth, my cock begging to be released from my jeans.

I couldn’t recall ever feeling so rigidly constrained in all of my life. It actually pained me to move, yet I ignored my needs, only focusing on her. I wanted to show her how I felt. Show her how precious she was, how incredibly beautiful. I knew that I was falling in love with the woman in front of me, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t turn away. I loved her music, her story, and her ability to create a new life from ashes. She was so unique and multidimensional. I wanted to help her succeed. Make her writhe. Make her scream.

I peppered kisses down her beautiful abdomen, across her sloping hips to the upper part of her thighs. She wriggled as I neared her center. I could feel the heat radiating from her flushed skin and smelled her ambrosia in the air. All of it made my dick pulsate, and I had to clamp down on my desire with an iron will.

She let out a little sigh as I passed up the place she wanted me to be. I continued trailing kisses down her inner thigh of her good leg, to her knee then calf. I kissed across her foot then the bottom of her sole before moving to the other foot.

I wanted each sensation I was creating for her to spark emotional responses that awakened her to how exquisite she was.

When I reached the beginning of the scar, I stopped and took a moment to take her in, trying to gage what her reaction would be to what I was about to do.

Compassion bloomed in my heart when I met her eyes and saw her discomfort.

“Do you mind if I touch you here?” I asked, tracing my fingers around the contours of the twisted muscle and puckered flesh.

Her breath hitched, and her body shifted as if to alleviate the discomfort my question brought.

“It’s ugly.” She shrank away from me a bit before taking deep stabilizing breaths.

“Nothing on this beautiful body of yours is ugly,” I countered, ready to go head to head with her till the end. “You can argue with me about that, but you won’t win.”

She would see her beauty. She would know herself as well as I was getting to know her.

“But—”

“This scar is not ugly, it’s a part of your story.” I traced my finger gently along the line, weaving in and out of the stitches as if restitching them with my care.

She relaxed beneath my touch, and I smiled and continued to kiss up her leg, inching my way ever closer to her glistening pussy, moist and ready for me.

She gasped as I licked the top of her thigh, my tongue dipping into the depression where her leg met her hip. Her hands flew into my hair, clenching, holding on as I moved closer to her center. I almost dove right in, nuzzling my nose into the well-manicured tuft of dark hair guarding her entrance.

I kissed across her hip line and back to her mound, teasing, until I moved lower and brushed the flat of my tongue up her slit. Pushing her legs farther apart, I admired her sex until she squirmed from my appraisal. “Beautiful,” I murmured, and it was. Soft peach-colored lips, rosy-pink folds. Her deep rose center was silky and inviting. I kissed around the edges of her entrance as she wiggled her hips and let out a long, low whimper.

“So ready.” With one finger, I stroked lightly down her center to her tiny opening, sending bolts of sensation through my own body. She shivered and bucked.

God, I wanted her. Couldn’t remember wanting anything, anyone so much.

My control slipped, and I buried my face in her and lapped her petals, sending her body writhing and making her cry out. A rumbling moan filled my chest as her body begged for more beneath me. But I was going to enjoy every minute of this. I spread her wider with my thumbs so that I could taste her inside and out.

Finding her engorged clit, I flicked my tongue across it several times before taking the nub inside my mouth, sucking hard. I wanted to devour her, she tasted so good. Moving lower, I dove in, reaching as far into her as possible with my tongue. She bucked, and her hands fisted in my hair, her breath coming between low moans. I loved making her come unglued.

As soon as my finger joined my tongue, circling her clit, tracing her boundaries, dipping inside, her hips thrusted upward, and she screamed out my name. As she shuddered and bucked, I worked her harder, faster, wanting to push her until she could think of nothing but me.

My own straining member was begging to get out of its prison and into her heaven. My breathing, which had been stable and in full control, now began to heave as I couldn’t sustain myself much longer.

“Oh my god,” she breathed, her arms flopping down by her sides.

I wiggled my eyebrows when she opened her eyes. “I’m pretty good, huh?”

She laughed, which was the response I was hoping for. “It’s hard to tell, I have nothing to compare it to.”

“What?” I was genuinely surprised. No one had pleasured her like this before now? Why the hell not? I found the answer in her eyes. “Adara, you deserve to have this done to you every single day. Maybe more than once. I may, as a matter of fact, put that on my daily schedule.” I waggled my eyebrows again. “But only if you tell me how damn good I am.”

She slapped my head playfully, that sweet laugh filling the room once again. “Okay, you’re damn good.” She moved up on her elbows. “I know you said this day was just for me, so does that mean I can have anything I want?”

I kissed her inner thigh. “Anything.”

She grinned and licked her bottom lip. “Take off your pants.”

My cock pulsed in approval, pressing painfully into the zipper of my jeans. Pushing off the bed, I unfastened the button and wrangled them down my legs, kicking them to the side. “Better?”

Her grin grew wider. “No. Boxers too.”

I loved this playful side of her and wondered how long it had been since she felt this comfortable with another person. And I was glad she was this comfortable with me. I watched her watch me push my boxers down, her eyes widening as my cock popped free. Her gaze was almost a caress.

“Oh my. I think you have a freaking monster between your legs.”

I laughed, ridiculously pleased. Not just at the compliment, but at how comfortable she seemed to be with me. “The better to make you come over and over, my dear.”

She rolled her eyes and kicked me in the thigh as a pretty pink spread to the exposed part of her face I could see. How I wished she would let me take the mask off. Trust me with all of her. But I could wait. I would wait until eternity if needed.

Reaching into the nightstand, I pulled out a box of condoms and tossed a couple on the bed. She raised an eyebrow. “More than one?”

I ripped a packet open with my teeth. “Yeah… many more.”

Her eyes flared, and she watched me roll a condom down my length. I hated using it, hated the barrier it would create between us. I wanted to bury myself inside her heat, feel her wetness slide across my bare skin.

She ran her hands down my arms, and I felt the answering twitch in my overactive groin. A soft moan escaped her lips, and the sound spreads like a salve over my soul. She touched a place so deep inside me that I never even knew it existed. Since Savie’s tour bus broke down on the country road, my whole life’s been imploded and what I thought I knew has been replaced only with a riot of sensations.

I stared down at her beautiful face, only made more alluring by the mask she wore. But despite the intoxicating exotic quality of the mask, I wanted more and more for her to reveal herself to me. I wanted all of her.

“You ready?” I kissed her again, taking her bottom lip into my mouth and running my hand down her abdomen, letting one finger dip into the line of her sex. “Or do you want a little more prep time?” I teased as I trailed all my fingers down the sensitive skin of her pussy, playing along the folds, smoothing her juices over them.

Being thicker than most men, I worried my size would give her some discomfort, so I made sure I got her ready. When her breath was coming in pants and she couldn’t keep her legs still, I moved over her and positioned myself at her entrance. Gliding my cock over her folds was sweet torture. Her hips undulated as I rocked myself against her pussy, clenching every muscle in my body to keep from taking her fast, rocketing deep inside her.

She was so slick and ready. Her hands grabbed my buttocks and brought me in closer as her tongue delved deeper into my mouth. I groaned as I pushed just the tip into her.

Damn, she was like a vice, so I spread her legs wider and lifted her bottom up to change the angle. I slid in slowly, watching her face as I fed her inch by inch. I was shaking by the time I was seated completely inside her. Holding myself there, I took her face in my hands, forcing her to meet my eyes. Wonder was what I saw there first, then a connection leaped between us that took my breath. When I’d recovered, “Beautiful.”

I pulled back, glide out to the tip. She arched her neck, throwing her head back, her mouth dropping open. Faster this time, I pumped into her, rocking my hips, filling her. Her hips ground against mine, tiny mewls expression her pleasure. I took her mouth again as I withdrew, working my hips to the place I was looking for.

When she gasped, I angled harder, giving her more pressure.

“There,” I whispered as she began to clench around me.

She bit her lip and threw back her head, her fingernails digging into my arms. I couldn’t keep the devilish smile from my face as I pulled out and hit her there again, watching her body quake with arousal.

I continued to pump into her with small thrusts, making sure to hit her G-spot until I couldn’t take it anymore. Her tightness sheathed me so beautifully, her pussy hugging my dick. I loved it, but my groin was twisting with heat, and I could feel the tension in my balls. I needed harder, or I thought I’d go mad.

I brought her knees up to my chest and thrust all the way in. She bit her bottom lip and said my name on a gasp, arching up to meet my next stroke. So perfect.

I leaned into her, my heart beating through my skin onto her naked chest. I cupped her breast in my hand, squeezed and dipped down, taking her nipple into my mouth and sucking hard. “I need harder,” I whispered, praying she would want it too.

Her nails raked my back as she met my next thrusts with her own. “Please.”

That was all I needed. I laid more of my body weight on her as I pistoned deep into her. My mind was a blur of smoke and fire, her heat beckoning me to enter her farther. Her hands gripped my shoulders as she raised up off the bed, and we came together in a frenzy. She wailed as her pussy clenched around me to an almost painful degree, then releasing and contracting in waves. It was all I could take, just a few more pumps, and I came hard, shouting my release into her neck.

As we laid there, our bodies still connected, sweaty and out of breath, the emotions I had for her made my eyes prick with burning heat. I realized I craved this connection with her and didn’t know how I’d done without it even this long.

It scared me, and not many things did. I wanted to keep her here. Force her to stay with me, never leave my side.

But she’d been a prisoner to so many things in her life, how could I ask her to stay here with me so far away from everything else? To continue to hide?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Adara

After making love, he laid next to me as we intertwined our fingers and caressed each other gently, our bodies coming down from the glorious high we’d reached. I’d never been to the place he’d taken me.

He was an incredible lover, and every inch of my body felt adored and ravaged. And beautiful. Even after we climaxed, he stayed in me and gently rocked in and out, massaging my tender insides as shock waves pulled us back down into bliss.

It was the most incredible sensation. I never wanted him to leave me, so when he did pull out, I felt his loss. Instead of getting up and wanting to leave, as I assumed he would, he stayed with me and wrapped me in his arms. He only got out of bed to toss the condom in the trash, then came right back to me. Even hot and sticky, we didn’t want to leave one another.

I was in a beautiful daze, so far from Jewel and all the worries that I needed to give my attention to. At that moment, I didn’t care about them — I was in heaven. When the sweat on our bodies cooled, and we began to shiver in the cool room, he drew a sheet up over us and kissed my forehead.

“That was incredible, thank you.” It had taken this long to finally find my voice after such an intense experience.

“I should be the one thanking you.” He stroked my shoulder as he pressed his nakedness against my hip.

“Why?” I stroked his velvety cock, loving the feel and size of it. My eyes widened as it swelled beneath my hand. “You did all the magic.”

He snort-laughed. “It took you to make the magic. Just being here and letting me in.” He tapped my head, signaling that he meant letting him in my world, not just my body. “That’s all you had to do.” He scooped up the hand playing with his cock and kissed it. “I’d stop doing that though, unless you want to spend the rest of the day in this room, me fucking you over and over again until we die of starvation complicated by dehydration.” He kissed my hand again and set it over my stomach.

“Wasn’t that the plan?”

“Eventually.” He kissed my cheek, then my neck, and gave me a naughty glance as he popped my nipple into his mouth, making it peak with excitement.

“Is there something else you’d rather do?” I sucked in a breath as he moved to kiss then nibble my other nipple.

“Right, yes.” He changed gears. “How about a soak in the hot tub? It’s the perfect time of day for it. The sun’s about to set, we can watch it with a glass of wine as we’re massaged by jets.”

“Yeah, that’d be fun. I don’t have a suit though.”

He shrugged. “Too bad. We’ll have to skinny dip.”

“Do you think anyone will see us? Didn’t you say there’s a neighborhood right over the ridge?”

“Do you think they’ll move out if they see my scary big cock?” I guffawed out a laugh and covered my mouth with my hand. “Cause if that’s all it will take to get rid of the Nouveau, we’ll ride over there naked on the side-by-side too, just to make sure we really terrified them.” He teased as he got up off of the bed and stretched facing the window.

His long, lean body framed by the waning sunlight made him look like a god. A day’s worth of stubble shadowed his finely chiseled chin and his bronze-colored eyes almost glowed. He was the most handsome man I’d ever seen. He looked like he should’ve been on a billboard wearing Ralph Lauren underwear and not behind a desk at an outrageously successful dot com.

“Sorry, you’re way too good-looking. They’ll probably invite the relatives to move in too, and then they’ll all be out there every day, camped out on the ridge with their binoculars, trying to see if they can get a look at your big dick and bare ass. There’s no hope for you.”

“Well, that’s unfortunate. You’ve got the very same problem, except without the dick.” He sighed a big dramatic sigh, trying to keep the smile off his lips. “Should we go and give them a show then? Chance it?”

“Let’s do.” I stood up and leaned over to the chair beside the bed to get my brace and put it back on.

His expression sobered. “Can you walk without the brace?”

I looked down at my twisted leg. “I can, but it’s not pretty.”

I ripped open the Velcro, but before I could put the brace on, he swooped down on me, hoisting me into his arms and toward the door. “I like having you at my mercy.”

“No! Anything but that!” I playfully shouted. “Put me down!”

“Not till we get to the water.” He started walking in awkward stomps, making apelike grunts as he carried me to the back deck and sat me in a chair while he uncovered the hot tub and checked the temperature. I liked playful, goofy Roman. He was fun.

I shivered, and he immediately scooped me up again, and it dawned on me that this man knew what I needed almost before I did. He kissed me as we sank into the hot water until the bubbles teased me, slick and delightful, like his mouth on mine. Then he let me go, I found a jet and we both let out long groans. The water was so hot, and it felt good. Luxurious. I hadn’t relaxed in so long I’d almost forgotten how.

We lounged in the massaging heat, practically boneless. It had been such a great day — he’d made it such a great day — I was truly happy.

When I got tired of playing footsie with him and he looked like he was almost asleep, I splashed him with water.

“What was that for?” His eyes lit up and took on a mock stalking expression. “It looked like you’re asking for trouble.”

I splashed him again, this time in earnest as he slunk into the water up to his nose, his eyes focused on his prey, me. I splashed harder as he grabbed me, and I screamed.

His mouth clamped down on mine, silencing the sound. “Oh my god, Adara. You have a hell of a set of lungs. Someone’s going to call the police thinking I’m murdering you.”

I laughed. “I can hold a note for more than twenty seconds.”

“That’s a long time. I don’t believe you.” He’d floated over to inches from my chest and was looking up at me, a dare in his eyes.

My heart started racing because I had no idea what he was going to do to me. I was totally at his mercy and loving it.

His face turned playfully stern. “I think I’m going to have to test that out, and the only way I can think of to do it, except to give you a raging orgasm, is—” His fingers attacked my sides, tickling, and my muscles reacted, and I was splashing and sending a wave of water shooting over the edge of the hot tub.

I screamed, holding it longer than I would have normally, until he clamped his hand over my mouth.

Putting his forehead against mine, he laughed, a surprised look on his face. Then he grabbed my legs underneath the water, and I yelped before he bobbed up in front of me and lifted me out.

“You’ve been a very naughty girl,” he said, smiling as he cradled me to his chest, which was hot from being in the water.

Despite the cold air penetrating my skin, I could feel the heat radiating from him, and I knew he was excited, his cock jabbing me between my legs.

“What are you gonna do about it?”

Without responding, he lifted me over his shoulder. I kicked and screamed bloody murder as I held onto my mask, hoping it wouldn’t slip off. Just before I started pummeling his back with my fists, he lowered me back into the water. His arms came around me as I caught my breath.

He made me so happy, I suddenly wanted to make him even happier. And I could think of a way. His cock was standing straight out in front of him in the water.

“I dare you to splash me again.” His voice was quiet and villainous.

I knew he was teasing, and I was about to turn the tables on him. “I dare you to sit up there on the side of the hot tub.”

His eyebrows shot up, and he looked at me questioningly, but I only waited, crossing my arms over my breast.

He complied, pulling himself up on the edge of the hot tub in the corner, giving me a place to kneel on the seat. His cock leaped as I moved between his legs. “Now look what you’ve done.”

“Serves you right, making me scream like that.” Then I leaned over and ran my tongue up his dick, right over the pulsing vein.

He sucked in a breath as he began stroking himself with two fingers, holding it steady for me, his eyes fixed on my mouth. “This is a problem, and it’s going to be up to you as to how we should solve it. You’ll have to be creative, I don’t have any condoms out here.”

I eyed his cock and looked up at him, trying not to allow my face to show how much effort it took not to take him into my mouth and taste him. He sat back a little as our eyes met, and I joined my hand with his, wrapping it firmly around him. His hips pumped, and he made a growling sound in his throat.

I continued to make eye contact with him as I asked, “So, you want me to do something like this?” I stroked him, using the lubrication from the pre-cum to slide my fingers across his sensitive skin.

“That’s a nice start.” He smiled and rolled his head back as he worked my hand up and down his shaft. I pumped him as he moaned.

Then, finally, I bent down and took the tip of his beautiful cock into my mouth. I sucked, swirling my tongue around the mushroom head, then up into the tiny slit. Encouraged by his moans, I took his cock in and out of my mouth, taking it deeper, sucking until he hit my throat and my gag reflex. I knew men loved deep throat, but he was a little too big for me.

He raised my head, and his cock popped out of my mouth. I gave him a curious glance.

“Adara.” I could tell that stopping me was costing him. “Only take me into your mouth as far as you can without hurting yourself.” He wrapped my hands more tightly around the bottom of his shaft. “Use your hands to cover what you can’t.”

Stroking his shaft, I lowered my mouth back on his bulbous mushroom and licked. “Who is fixing this problem, me or you?”

I teased his slit with my tongue until I could feel the saltiness of his precum bubble out of him. I increased my speed, taking him deep into my mouth, into my throat as I pumped him with my hand. Focused my attention on giving him an incredible orgasm.

With one hand, I pumped his shaft. With the other, I massaged his balls as I sucked until I felt him thicken inside my mouth. “I’m going to come,” he panted, the words coming out in a breathless rush.

I’d never swallowed before, but I wanted to keep him in my mouth. When he tried to pull back, I held on, taking him deeper as my hands pumped and massaged the base. He swelled inside my mouth then a delicious heat burst out of him and onto my tongue. I sucked, wanting more, and he flailed on the side of the tub, thumping it with his hand. I swallowed down all that he gave me, licking and sucking until he grabbed me under the arms and hauled me up to his chest.

His eyes were fuzzy with satisfaction. “You’re amazing. Your mouth is especially amazing.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes like I’d knocked him silly.

I’d never gotten so much pleasure from giving someone else pleasure.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Roman

After an incredible afternoon at the lake, we dressed and rode back to the house. I’d phoned Ms. White to let her know we were on our way and that she could begin preparing dinner.

When I walked in the door, my cell started ringing. It was Adam, my assistant.

The smile died from my face as I answered and listened. “Sir, all the news channels have taken up the original article’s story. CNN is reporting that Crave dot come and your… greed, sir, is…” Adam cleared his throat.

“Go on, my greed is doing what?” My hand grasped the phone.

“Decimating small villages and helpless people who provide goods to your company. There have been interviews and fake confessions. Have you seen any of this?”

“No, I’ve been…” I glanced at Adara, who was looking at me with a concerned expression. “I’ve been busy.”

I strode to the den, flipping on the giant screen TV. Froze. Adam was right. My company’s stock had plummeted overnight. It was an incredible scandal being spewed from every network I switched to. I paced while on the phone, trying to tamp the stress down.

Punching off with Adam, I called my publicity director, then the COO and CFO of the company. I wasn’t sure when Adara left the room, but when she came back in, I was so involved that I didn’t know she was there until she grabbed my elbow.

I whirled, and she shrank back, fear becoming a living thing on her face. I closed my eyes and pressed my fingers to my temples. “Sorry. What do you need?”

She swallowed so hard, I saw her neck work to get the emotions down. “I… I’ve been in the kitchen with Ms. White. Just wanted to see if you needed anything.”

After our glorious time together at the lake house, I’d practically abandoned her, turning into a person she was clearly nervous to be around. I took a deep breath, trying to shake some of the stress off. “I’m sorry. There’s a problem with work.”

She looked at the television and nodded. “Clearly. And I think I know why.”

I faced her, my hand still tight around the phone. “Why?”

She swallowed again. “Last night, I made a threat to Jack. He said if I went through with it, he would make sure my boyfriend’s business would suffer even more.” It didn’t come as a shock, but I was still pissed. “Do you think it’s him, or…” She bit her lip and looked at the TV again.

It was like a punch in the gut. She was wondering if there was any truth to the reports, despite the possibility of it being all at Jack’s hands.

Every part of my body stiffened. “I don’t do what they’re saying. On the contrary, I often put back so much into the towns and people that it becomes more of a human relations mission than a business opportunity. It usually pays off in the end though, both for the people and my company.”

She nodded like she didn’t know what to say, and I was suddenly afraid that this would push her away from me. Or me away from her. Her life had been so full of corruption at Jewel that she probably didn’t want to be touched by any more scandal of any kind. Who could blame her?

But still… it hurt like a motherfucker that she didn’t trust me after all I’d done for her.

My phone rang again, and I ignored it, then cursed when it began to ring again. “I need to take this.”

She nodded and left the room.

After I’d done all I could at the moment to minimize the damage at work, I went hunting for her.

Neither Adara or I knew each other that well, so when we’d played with one another earlier, we’d both taken a risk. I’d been willing to take the risk, to make her relax and forget about my seeing her scars. I’d broken through the thick shell Jewel and her injury had encased her in. We walked a fine line as we got to know each other, each trusting our instincts, hoping the other wasn’t crazy or an asshole.

This was definitely one of those times.

I needed her to know I was neither.

I found her down by the barn with Sissaleigh, who was leaning over the fence, trying her best to hug Adara with her neck. Adara was returning the affection, stroking the horse’s nose as she cooed in her ear.

“You’re going to spoil that horse.”

Adara turned to me with a smile, her eyelids heavy. “Affection doesn’t spoil a living creature. Things do. Too many things and not enough affection, enough kindness.” She stroked Sissaleigh thoughtfully for a moment. “Do you eat alone when no one is here? Except Ms. White, I mean.”

I frowned, feeling like I was stepping into a trap. “Of course. Who else would there be to eat with?”

Her eyes raised to mine. “Ms. White. She seems very lonely.”

The suggestion threw me, but it also was a bit laughable. It, in all honesty, had never occurred to me to invite the dowager to the table. I would expect her to smack me for offering such an invitation. But… I’d never asked. Never given her the chance to say yes or no.

As I considered it, the only real kindness I’d extended Ms. White was to keep her employed and pay her a large Christmas bonus every year. It dawned on me how impersonal and unkind that really was.

“I had staff. You know, before.” It was like she had taken a step back, couldn’t bear to mention Nate’s name. The horse nosed her when she stopped petting and Adara laughed. “I’ve had staff, but I ate with them when no one else was around, got to know their kids. I even took one of them on tour with me as a back-up singer. My staff was my family.” She shook her head. “You live in a hotel-sized mansion in the middle of nowhere, and you’ve never eaten with Martha… seriously?”

“That’s not a reprimand, I hope.” I was attempting to be playful, but I was a little hurt. I was also surprised she was on a first name basis with my housekeeper, and I wasn’t.

And then I got it. Why she’d withdrawn.

She’d let me release the butterfly from her cage like I’d asked for in my note. Only she was too big of a butterfly to just fly to me. The world needed her out there.

The revelation made my chest turn cold. Was Adara working her magic so that I wouldn’t be lonely out here all by myself? After she left.

“All I’m saying is that this poor woman’s probably even more lonely than you are. She never gets out of this place, she’s stuck on a mountain all by herself making phoofy food for you and only you.”

Stuck. Adara considered this place as being stuck.

I stroked the horse, doing my damnedest not to let the worry appear on my feature. “She doesn’t make me phoofy food.”

She crossed her eyes at me. “Lamb shanks with mint leaves?”

I forced a smile. “It’s not phoofy, it’s delicious.”

She sighed.

I threw up my hands. “Okay, I get it. I confess, I’m a snob, and I withdraw from the world, barring even my housekeeper out of my life. Are you happy now?”

Her blue-green eyes stared back at me, as if she were waiting for more. What could she be…?

“Dammit. Okay! Let’s invite her to dinner. Or I can go into Butte. Whoa, good thing my brother-in-law isn’t here, or he’d be all over that.”

She laughed, which had been my intension.

If I had to invite Ms. White and every other person I’d ever employed to my table to show Adara I wasn’t an asshole, I’d damn well do it. “What is for dinner, anyway? I’m starving after all that exercise.”

I pulled her away from Sissaleigh, who neighed her displeasure, and leaned in for a kiss, which I made slow and wet and hot.

“Phoofy herb-crusted halibut.”

I swatted her rear and breathed in the lighter atmosphere. “That’s a tongue twister I’d like to untwist later. What kind of food do you like that’s not phoofy and not pizza?”

“Oh, so many things. I’m sick of salad. At Jewel, I had to Uber into town if I wanted anything that wasn’t a vegetable or low fat. The girls didn’t have that option though. They had to stick to a certain diet to maintain their body fat ratio.” Her eyes clouded, her forehead creasing with worry. “Have you heard anything from your detective friend?”

“Nothing yet.” I put my arm around her, began leading her back to the house. “Let’s ask Ms. White to dinner, then I’ll give him a call.”

I watched her as we walked back to the “mansion” as she called it. I’d never thought of it as being a mansion. Just home.

She was such a contradiction. She hid most of her face behind an exotic mask but called me out for not having a close relationship with my housekeeper. Here she was, an enigma with the kindness of a child, all rolled into an amazingly talented, big hearted, sexy as hell woman. I couldn’t help but begin to love her.

When we got back, Adara set the table and made it beautiful as Ms. White brought dishes heaped with food out from the kitchen. The dinner was awkward to start, but I learned what a wonderful conversationalist Ms. White was when she wasn’t being stiff and formal. Through Adara’s gentle questions, I learned that she’d lived a very interesting life before and between working for us. Her holidays sounded exciting with hiking trips to Peru, backpacking in India, and bicycling through France. She had a group of women she traveled with during her two weeks holiday from work, and I honestly never knew.

Dinner was much more fun than I expected it would be. In one day, Adara had brought more life and joy into this house than I’d been able to muster in my whole thirty-two years of living here.

After dinner, Adara encouraged me to play piano while she sang to an audience of one. It was a stunning performance, and Ms. White practically beamed from being included. While I wasn’t a pro, I’d been classically trained in piano throughout my childhood and Adara had a voice you could die for. It was rich and throaty and made me think of both Pink and Shakira. Her voice had deepened and taken on more of a graveled quality than it had when she was singing before the accident, but I liked this sound better — it was more real and reflected maturity and strength.

I began to think on what a musician like her would need. I knew she’d played guitar. An artist of her caliber needed her own studio.

After Ms. White retired for the night, I asked Adara to fill our wine glasses while I made the call to the detective. As I had thought, progress was slow.

“We don’t want to go in guns blazing,” Thomas said. “Right now, we’re looking at money trails, gaining background evidence so the assholes don’t shut down accounts before we get through the gate.”

It made sense, even though I was eager for something to be done now. Adara watched me anxiously, listening to the call on speaker phone.

“The investigation could take a while. Several weeks or even months. Ms. Wilde…?”

Adara spoke up. “Yes?”

“Please don’t return to the compound for any reason. Once we have our evidence, things will move quickly, and I don’t want you in the way when things go down. Besides, Jack Marshall will most likely be looking for revenge.”

“I won’t go there. I’m worried about Brandy, but she’s texted, so I know she’s alive at least. I’ll find a way to help them, but I never want to go there again.”

“Thank you,” I whispered. There was nothing more for Thomas to add, so we disconnected the call. I pulled Adara to my chest. “Would you like to join me on my side of the house tonight?” Even though I was playing at being pretentious, the question was still loaded. “There’s a guest suite over on that side too, if you want your space. It’s just a little smaller. My sister stays there when she visits. I’d rather you were closer.”

I’d purposely put her at the far side of the house last night to keep myself away from her. But now I couldn’t have her too close.

“Sure,” she answered lightly. “I’ll have to book the first flight out of my wing and meet you over there in an hour. I’ve got to take a shower.”

“You don’t want to shower at my place on the East Coast?” My tone was hopeful, more hopeful than I’d meant it to be as visions of her naked in my shower with soap bubbles running down her body slammed into my brain.

“A girl needs a little downtime, lover boy.” She smiled and batted her lashes.

“Yes, yes, of course.” I backed down a little. The idea of having a shower with her sounded so nice, but so did being with her in bed, on the couch, on the back porch. Having her just about anywhere sounded perfect.

We finished our wine and parted for a while. She was ready about an hour later, and I got a text asking me to meet her at her room, as she was sure she’d never be able to find my suite.

When I met her, she was wearing a flowing robe and a beautiful nightgown, both in a deep plumb color that strangely reminded me of what she’d worn at Jewel. She was stunning, such a surreal beauty. My cock swelled as it had so many times already today. She turned me into a needy bastard.

She walked slowly, obviously sore from the day. I thought of offering to carry her but decided to stay by her side and be patient. It took us awhile to get to my room, but she never got frustrated and her dignity and style never diminished. When we arrived at my part of the house, relief flooded her face.

“Why don’t you have a seat.” I motioned to the chaise in the sitting area. “It’s pretty late, would you like to go to bed?” I realized I sounded more like a father than a lover.

“I’m a little tired,” she confessed and sat. “Is your sister’s room far?” I could see she was teasing me, letting me choke on my own awkward way of asking her to my room earlier.

I handed her a glass of water and kissed her forehead. “If you want, this is as far as you have to go, if you don’t mind sleeping with me here. The bed’s huge, and I promise I’ll let you just sleep.” I flashed her a guilty smile.

Unless she didn’t want to sleep…

Her head bowed, and her eyes closed, as if she was preparing herself for something. I waited.

“I don’t usually sleep in my mask, it’s not very comfortable.” Her voice was small and distant.

“Oh, right, of course.” My chest constricted. She was afraid to sleep with me because I would see her without the mask. I didn’t know what to say to her. I felt a little lost. “Well, the room is just down the hall, not too far, the second door on the left. I can take you if you want.”

I was trying to be cordial and normal, but all I wanted to do was whip my businessman skills out and sell her on ripping the damn mask off of her face. But I had to wait for her to get to the next level of trust.

“But…” I hesitated for a moment, feeling anxious. “Sooner or later, you’ll need to take it off, if there’s not going to be anything between us. I’m ready whenever you are. But it’s entirely up to you.”

She took a deep breath. I could hear the ragged intake as she battled… what? Fear? Shame? Rejection?

Without a word, her fingers raised to her face, and my heart began to thud hard against my ribs. She grasped the mask, and it began to lower. Lower.

Please, god, don’t let me say the wrong thing. Don’t let me react the wrong way.

She kept her head bowed as silent tears dripped onto her robe, turning the plum an even deeper shade of purple. Her breathing was shallow and erratic, and after a few moments, I could tell she was waiting for me to make the next move.

I knelt in front of her and took her chin in my hand, applying pressure but not forcing her to lift her face to mine. I held my hand steadfast. I would face this with her.

After a few deep breaths, she raised her head and looked me in the eye with so much bravery, tears burned at my own damn eyes.

There was an angry red scar from the top of her eye socket, running through her temple and nearly to her jawline, as if a streak of lightning had been painted across her face. The lines were hard, deep and jagged, pulling at her eye. The injury must have been bad, if this was the result after surgeries.

And it didn’t diminish her beauty at all.

Using my thumb, I traced a line beneath the scar, and I couldn’t keep the awe of seeing her face for the first time out of my voice. “You look like a warrior princess who’s survived a terrible battle.” Which she had. And because of it, she was more real than any other person I’d ever known.

Like the heroines of fantasies, she was more interesting and alluring with her scar.

Her face on the undamaged side was exquisite. I remembered Adara being beautiful, but she’d matured and become as close to perfection as a human could get. The side with her scar looked… like she had a scar. It was long and deep, and she’d been very lucky to not have lost her eye. Even though it pulled her eyelid in an odd direction, there wasn’t anything frightening about it. It was much worse in her mind.

And it was probably much worse to an industry that expected perfection from its stars.

I smooth my hand over the crooked line and kissed her cheek, then her temple. She shivered under my touch, so I lifted her from the chair and carried her to bed. I then wrapped her in the warm fluffy duvet, and slid in behind her, engulfing her in my arms.

I scooped her close, and our fingers twined together. “You’re the most beautiful woman in the world.”

I knew my erection was pushing into her backside, and I was sure she could feel my need for her, but tonight wasn’t about satisfying needs. It was about forging a path into the unknown, together.

She didn’t say anything, just let out a soft sigh as her muscles relaxed and laid in my arms until sleep claimed her.

I nuzzled close, hoping to protect her from the monsters in her head, and followed her into the deep black of unconsciousness.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Adara

When I woke up in the morning, there was no light yet peeking between the drapes. Which I couldn’t look at now without the mental image of a nude Roman wrapped in them, posing with his trade goods stacked all around.

I snickered and looked quickly at Roman, who was sleeping by my side, to make sure I hadn’t woken him.

I watched his face as he slept. He was so beautiful, and not just physically handsome but also loving. And so attentive to any need I might have. He hadn’t seemed shocked when I revealed my face as I’d expected he would. Despite the terrible scar, he still said I was beautiful. I wanted to believe him, was starting to believe him.

But what if, when he woke up and he saw my face in the light, he felt differently?

I wanted to lean into the feelings of peace and safety being here with him had given me, but something kept me from fully giving into those emotions. It was because of the women I’d left behind at Jewel. A dark, malevolent feeling settled over me when I thought of them, but I had an idea, something I was turning around in my mind but hadn’t quite smoothed out yet. But before I could make my plan a reality, I had to truly face where my life had led and what I needed to do to make a new one for myself.

Watching Roman sleep, I wanted to caress his face, lightly kiss those amazing lips. At the same time, I wanted to draw back the emotions thinking of kissing him flooded me with. I knew I couldn’t have a casual fling with this man. I didn’t want temporary. I wanted love and permanency and I didn’t know if he was looking for that. Men usually weren’t. He’d frequented Jewel, and men who walked into brothels weren’t looking for a wife. Most were looking to avoid one.

I had to take control and get my life together, which was really my only recourse at this point. And I needed to know if Brandy and the other girls were okay.

Thinking of my cell phone, I knew I’d managed to avoid it long enough. The phone felt diseased, and I knew the minute I touched it, I would be infected. However, I had to face life at one point or another.

As I moved to grab my phone, Roman stirred next to me and his strong arm pulled me to him. “What are you doing?” he growled, a sleepy rasp in his voice.

“Getting my phone,” I whispered. “I should probably face things sooner or later.”

“Later.” He kissed my shoulder as he moved me closer to his body. “It’s too early for life.”

I could feel his morning erection on the back of my thigh. I wanted to make love to him, but I was afraid. The sunlight was creeping through the window and I had nothing to hide behind. This was me, raw and real.

I closed my eyes and willed my heartbeat to slow again. Willed myself to be strong enough to own who I was now, and to cherish Roman for what he could give me, even if it was temporary.

He wrapped his leg around mine. “Whatever you’re thinking, let it go. We’re okay. This is good, Adara, everything is going to be good,” he said as he angled his hips into my backside.

God, I wanted to make love to him. My heart started pummeling my chest as he reached his hand under my nightgown and pressed it over my breasts. He kissed my neck and nestled his cock into the cleft of my ass.

“I don’t have to be at work for a few hours. What do you say to a morning quickie?” To punctuate his words, his hand ran down my stomach and cupped me between my legs.

“Mmm, I love mornings.” A rush of excitement overtook me as I felt him roll over and heard the ripping of foil.

When he returned, his chest was pressed against my back, and he pulled my leg up over his hip, bringing me closer to his erection. As he leaned in and kissed me, his pelvis undulated against my thigh in a slow and intoxicating rhythm. His fingers slid down to my center and moved my underwear aside, ran his finger across my lips and pressed deeper, gliding across the sensitive skin between. Heat filled me.

He moaned low in his throat as he pulled his slick fingers away. “You’re already wet for me. My cock wants to be inside you, but he’s a bit hard to handle in the morning. You think you can take it?” His fingers pinched my nipples and his dick pressed up between my legs. “I promise not to break you, mostly.”

At his words, my pussy flooded, and I had to bite my lip to keep from groaning as he slid his huge cock between my thighs.

I must have moaned. “Is that a yes?” he asked as he teased my opening with his tip.

“Yes,” I sighed.

He then slowly glided himself in, inch by inch, until he was settled deep within me. I held my breath as my body stretched to accommodate him, but the feeling of fullness was mind blowing. When he started moving, I met him thrust for thrust. It was like I was a part of him as we moved in sync, tuned into what the other wanted. Needed.

When he pulled out, I frowned at the emptiness.

He grinned at me and commanded with a spank on my ass, “Turn over on your stomach and raise your cute ass a little.”

I did what he ordered and wiggled my bum for him.

“This ass is the sweetest thing,” he said as he bent down behind me and licked straight up my center, from my labia to my puckering hole.

Kneeling behind me, he slid himself back in. From this angle, his cock stretched me even more and filled me so good I thought I could come at any second.

“That feel okay?”

His breath hitched as I answered by rocking back on him, pushing him so deep that pain was tiny stabs that raised the pleasure even more.

“Adara,” he rasped as his pelvis moved in tighter to my hips, pushing his cock in even deeper. His hips jackhammered in quick bursts, and I bore down on him until he spread my body wide, as wide as my hips would reach.

Then he impaled me, burrowing so deep, fast, undulating. I lost the ability to breathe. His hands held my shoulders, keeping my body still as he tortured it deliciously, mounting me hard and fast. My center was in tight knots, a pressure building that had me losing control of my moans.

When he pressed me down into the bed and laid all of his body weight on me, his cock leaping in and out of me, I felt it ricochet against the walls of my vagina, and the ball of tension inside me exploded.

He came with me, his feral sounds increasing my pleasure as I shattered around him and drenched him with my arousal. My body held him tight as he pulsed mercilessly in me, coming with a shout.

He fell onto the bed and stayed buried in me, thrusting sporadically as spasms hit us and we moaned.

He kissed my neck as he carefully pulled out. “Did I hurt you?”

“It’s a good hurt,” I winced, feeling both sore and needfully deprived of his cock.

“Good, you’ll remember me then while I’m at work.” He smoothed his fingers across my aching, satisfied sex.

As if the universe had heard him mumble the word “work,” his phone rang. He groaned and rolled over to press it to his ear.

“Roman Wellington,” he snapped, and I stiffened automatically at the formalness of his voice. There was a long pause as he listened to the caller.

I watched his face turn from sleepy satisfaction to suppressed anger. His breathing became forced, and a pique of anxiety bloomed in my stomach.

“I’ll be in right away,” he said through gritted teeth and tossed the phone onto the bed. “Something’s come up at work. I’ve got to go.” He headed for the closet and the long line of suits he had to choose from.

“I’m sorry… I hope everything is okay.” I sat up and studied the hard countenance that had replaced the man who’d just joked about his giant dick before fucking my brains out. For a reason I couldn’t name, my heart began to beat erratically.

Feeling overwhelmed and like the ground I was walking on kept crumbling under me, I watched him. When he turned and looked back at me, it was with his signature intense stare that didn’t give anything away. I’d learned enough about him to know that this look was him hiding his feelings.

He was so fond of asking me if I was okay, I wanted to extend the same courtesy. “You seem upset. Are you okay?”

“I think we’ll need to put a pin in this, I have a lot on my plate right now.” His voice was cold and distant, and he turned away, pulling a jacket off the rack.

My body turned as cold as his tone. Put a pin… “Do you want me to leave?”

He froze, looking at me oddly. “No…no… I—”

“I’m not sure what we’re doing, Roman. I’m feeling overwhelmed.”

He looked up at the ceiling, as if searching for divine guidance. “I’m not sure either. There’s a lot of firsts for me here. And right now, I need to work, so…”

Whether he knew it or not, his eyes immediately went to the scar and my heart fell.

“You take a shower here, and I’ll use the one in the guest room. I’ve got to get into work as soon as possible, I’ve got a crisis on my hands.”

“Okay,” I said in a daze. His crisis was because of me, I knew. Because of me, his business was in jeopardy.

“This isn’t about you, Adara, I just need a minute. I’ll see you tonight when I get home.” He tried to sound genuine, but I could tell it took some effort.

Feeling unsettled and unsure of what was happening, I took a shower. It felt good to be alone with my thoughts. The warm water cascaded over my body, easing the soreness, and erasing some of my fears. I wanted to stay here forever under the pelting spray, but I had to be brave enough to walk back into his bedroom and talk to him about us.

After my shower, he’d already gone, but my phone dinged and a message from him popped up. I’ll see you tonight, probably late. Don’t answer your phone. I’ll have someone pick up your stuff from Jewel. Do you have access to your account online? Check and make sure your funds are there.

It was only a text message, but he seemed so efficient and controlling. This was a side of Roman I didn’t know, his billionaire businessman side.

Another text message popped up from Roman before I had time to answer the first. Miss White will take you into town today to buy you some clothes. Get anything you want on me.

I stared at the message. I hated… hated… being told what to do.

With gritted teeth, I texted back. Thanks for all of your help, but you don’t need to buy my clothes. I’m a big girl. I can handle getting my belongings back. Dammit, pride. Could I?

I was filled with confusion because of the way he had changed so suddenly, and I hated feeling so insecure in my own abilities. If I had a place to go, I would have left. I didn’t want him to buy me stuff, it would be too much like the set up at Jewel. He was rich beyond my wildest imagination and could afford to purchase several women with his extravagance, but he couldn’t buy me. Was he trying to? Or was I just being paranoid?

As I sat on his bed, I realized that I was feeling more emotion all at once than I’d allowed myself for over two years. To me, waves of emotions like this were like a rainbow that — if I could get them down in words — would shoot out into the great unknown and touch someone else’s life in the form of a song.

I jumped up off the bed, galvanized for the first time in many months and quickly limped for his study. There, I found a notebook and pen, never mind that it wasn’t my normal notebook. Then I went to the study in the guest wing, built a fire, and curled up in the deep-cushioned chair and put words that turned into lyrics down on paper.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Roman

My hands clenched around the steering wheel. I hated leaving Adara with that look on her face. I knew I’d hurt her. I’d just fucked her brains out and then essentially walked out.

But dammit… I had shit to deal with. Surely, she could understand that.

A new story broke overnight and would be appearing in all the newspapers this morning. Already, since New York was three hours ahead of us, Crave.com stocks had ticked lower. The phones were ringing off the hook, both large and small clients demanding answers, some wanting to break their contract. It was a disaster.

When it hit, the article alleged that Crave.com and our famous coffee brand, Krave Koffee, were exploiting the workers in a small village in Brazil. At the least of their claims was the allegation that I was paying a fraction of the cost for the beans.

I squealed to a stop in front of a gas station, went in and bought a paper. I wanted to know just what was waiting for me when I got to the office.

The front-page article summarized my local dealings, then read:

“The reason we get everything on Crave.com for such a steal is that they’re stealing from their suppliers,” said an unnamed source. Crave founder, Roman Wellington, a supposed long-time champion of fair trade and global equality, has been revealed in a scandal which alleges he’s forced child laborers and underpaid workers to live and work under slavelike conditions in Brazil. His company has also been named in a lawsuit that claims he’s trafficked young workers for the fields and the sex trade.

After reading those words, my mind whirled with anger. I didn’t dare read the rest, but Adam had told me there were interviews with workers from our coffee operation in Brazil and testimonials from villagers, farmers, and children who all claimed to have been bought by our company. The most convincing of these interviews was a fifteen-year-old girl who said she’d been sold to Crave.

Throwing the paper down on the passenger seat, I hit the gas, pushing the engine to bleed out my anger on the car instead of my innocent employees waiting for me at the office.

This couldn’t be happening.

My company’s entire reputation rested on our commitment to fair trade and exemplary business practices with developing nations that profited both our economies.

Crave.com had been my childhood dream. I wanted to create a company that didn’t inflate prices or pad the pockets of only one side of the retail exchange. I wanted fair prices for all, prosperity for all.

We saved people money, and made other people money. My employees also enjoyed good salaries. But we didn’t traffic in people. Just the opposite, we were advocates against such practices.

Now, with this popping up, if someone found out I’d been to Jewel it would finish off my reputation. Embarrass my family. Affect how Adara was welcomed back into the world when she went.

Not to mention that my entire business model was built on the company’s reputation. A story like this, especially if it demonized me, would absolutely ruin us.

The saddest part of all this was, despite the rumors that I was an absolute asshole, I really cared about what we did at Crave. We elevated the quality of life for so many people who’d otherwise be living in poverty. For people living in those small villages, we provided education, healthcare, housing, and infrastructure.

I myself made sure these changes were made in the places we worked with. I was stunned and unable to believe that someone on my team had taken advantage of this incredible resource. Our moto was “Crave what you believe in.” Our beliefs and our reputation were our brand.

When I got into work, the looks on everyone’s faces made me think that I’d already died and come back as a zombie. There was such a mix of shock and horror as I passed through. But I couldn’t let it daunt me.

“Adam,” I barked. “No calls.” Being pleasant wasn’t on my priority list. “And book me a trip to Brazil, ASAP.” I walked into my office and slammed the door.

At my desk, I looked over the article and what was popping up online. I would need to call in someone who could get to the source of this and turn it around. A detective slash publicist.

I made a call to the company attorney, and he was already on it. So far, he hadn’t been able to find record of a lawsuit anywhere. Something wasn’t kosher.

I could hear Adam outside my door fielding calls from reporters, saying I wasn’t offering any statements at the moment. He was a good assistant. I didn’t expect anyone to bang down my door with him out there, which was great. When this was all over, I needed to reward him.

My door was slung open, and I’d jumped to my feet before I focused on Peter standing there, looking like a ragged Bear Grylls.

I groaned, mourning the peace and quiet that swiftly died with my brother-in-law’s presence.

“Broooo!”

My eyes rolled back in my head, and I flopped back down in my chair. I hadn’t the energy for him right now.

“What the fuck, dude? USA Today is smoking crack. When did you become a slave owner?”

It wasn’t a real question, so I didn’t bother to answer.

“No worries, Roman, I’ll help you get to the bottom of this nonsense. A competitor is probably out to get you. People will believe anything, don’t sweat it.”

“That’s okay, Pete. I’ve got it handled.”

Pete strutted into the room, running his fingers through his now even shaggier beard. “You shoulda come with us, let loose. We had such an amazing trip and you’d be high on fresh air and wouldn’t be trippin’ on any of this.”

“I’m not… trippin’,” I spit out, “and if you are—”

“No, no, haven’t tripped on anything other than wine for a long time. Hey, you want some good news?”

On top of what I was dealing with at the moment, a Pete-good-news-fest was all I needed, but I bit down on my tongue and nodded because he was my brother-in-law and Lil would be pissed if I blew up on him. The last thing I needed was for her to start a campaign for anger management.

“We met this guy on our vacay. He’s one of the creators of the Coachella Music Festival in the California desert, and he wants you to be one of their sponsors. They never have sponsors, cause they’re a ‘for the people’ kinda thing, but your company is so in line with their philosophy, he wants you.”

I tapped one of the newspapers. “I’m sure he won’t touch me with a ten-foot pole now.” I wanted to close my eyes and let the world fall to pieces around me. I was tired of having to construct and manage everything.

“Some douche set you up with that article. This’ll all blow over by then.”

I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. “Tell him no. I don’t need any more public humiliation right now.”

“Sorry, Romy, I already agreed for you. He was there when we heard the news. We have total faith you’ll find the asshole who’s making all the bad press. The festival isn’t until April. We assured him you were the real deal, and he’s gonna hold judgment, so he’s solid.”

I rolled my eyes and leaned back farther in my chair. “You can’t just agree to a business transaction for me, Peter.”

He was being supportive, and Coachella would be great publicity for us. However, the taste of defeat was still sour in my mouth.

On any other day, this would’ve been great news. I usually didn’t let shit get to me, but this wasn’t just a rumor. Someone was at work here to ruin my company. No, not someone. It was Jack Marshall, the bastard. And if I could prove it, I was going to ruin him.

Adam knocked on the door, which was still partially open.

“What?” I answered, irritated.

“Sorry, Mr. Wellington, the earliest flight I can get for you to Espírito Santo is tomorrow. They don’t have anything available before that.” His eyes were wide and fearful.

I didn’t want to make any more enemies, so I nodded, adding a tight smile. The look of surprise on his face was priceless.

“Great, book it,” I said, and ignoring Peter, went back to looking over the books for the coffee farm in the mountains near Espírito Santo, Brazil. I would get to the bottom of this, even if it killed me. I didn’t want to leave Adara right now, but maybe it would be for the best. It would give her time to get settled, rest, have some peace without me waving my dick at her every five seconds.

“Adam, in response to reporters who call, tell them I’m looking into who is spreading lies about the ethics that we hold so dear to this company. Thanks.” I smiled again, and he backed into the doorframe before stumbling into the outer lobby.

“You’re going to Brazil?” Pete’s eyes lit up.

“To investigate. I don’t believe anyone in this company would commit the atrocities we’re accused of, but I won’t know for sure until I speak to the ones interviewed. But Adara’s at my house…”

“The girl? You, no-second-date Romansky, has a woman staying at his house?” Peter’s eyes bulged and his mouth dropped open, making him look like a goofy cartoon character. “I’ll go to Brazil with you, dude. We’ll film the whole thing. And in the meantime, I may know someone who can get a line on Mr. Jack Marshall.”

I hesitated. The last thing I wanted was to take a trip with Pete, but maybe it was right. I needed to get this scandal under control. I couldn’t let its nastiness smear onto Adara. She’d been through enough.

My cell rang. It was Thomas and I snapped it up. “Yes.”

The detective exhaled a long breath. “Nothing on Jewel, but I wanted to share an interesting piece of news I’ve uncovered.”

My balls tightened. “What’s that?”

“I was putting our feelers and spoke to Adara’s manager, Neil Ferguson. Apparently, the manager, her record label, and about an army of people have been looking for her for months, and have kept it under the radar in the hopes they would find her unharmed.”

“Seriously?”

Thomas made an affirmative noise. “Seriously. Apparently, they’ve been looking for her because they have some big opportunity. They are wanting her to come back for some type of award, and they want to relaunch her career. But she’s been so well hidden away, even their damn PI couldn’t find her.”

“Thanks. I’ll let her know.”

“I’ll be going out to your estate to interview her tomorrow.”

Tomorrow. The day I was leaving for my own personal crisis. She would have to go through the interview alone.

As I disconnected the call, I stared at the phone.

Adara was on the cusp of returning to stardom, and she didn’t even know it.

She would soon.

I called the contractor I used for all my renovations and ordered a sound studio to be built in the guest wing. I wanted it stocked with a fucking guitar and every damn thing a super rock ‘n’ roll star could ever possibly need.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Adara

After I emptied my emotions out on the page, I’d wanted to play but didn’t have a guitar. So I put on my mask and another outfit of Roman’s sister’s and went downstairs, determined to do something to take control of my life.

I hadn’t told Roman that I didn’t have access to my money from Jewel through a normal bank account. There was money in an account, but one that was only accessible inside Jewel so that no records could be traced.

I needed my money, but I almost needed what little things I had more. Everything from my life before was in that one bag.

Roman texted me that there would be a detective coming to interview me tomorrow and that he would give me the details later.

I fixed a coffee and grabbed a couple of apples for Sissaleigh and went out to the barn. The smells there seemed to soothe my soul, and the company couldn’t tell me what to do.

I fed the apples to Sissaleigh, who was actually as bossy as she could manage without words. The horse had a definite backbone, and I could probably take a few lessons from her.

On my way back from the barn, Janis called. She was probably the only person from Jewel I had the stomach to talk to, so I answered.

“Hey, Adara. How are you? I’ve been so worried. You just disappeared.” She sounded nervous, but maybe that was because she was worried.

“I needed to get out of there.”

“Well, everyone is looking for you. You have rehearsal in an hour, and Brandy’s been frantic.”

My breath caught in my throat, and my heart rate spiked. Even hearing Brandy’s name made me feel sick to my stomach. I could never go back there. “I’m not coming to rehearsal today.”

“Why?” Her voice held an accusing tone.

“I’m no longer working at Jewel. Can you help me with something though? There’s a suitcase near the door in my apartment, it has all my important things in it. Can you grab it? I’ll tell you were the key is—”

“I’m sorry. I can’t, Adara.” Her voice lowered. “Things have changed since you left, security is tighter. More cameras.”

I couldn’t control my racing heart as my nerves sky rocketed. Something seemed off.

“What do you mean? Are you okay? Is Brandy okay? You don’t sound right.” The Janis I knew would have tried to help me if it were possible.

I hated this, hated these feelings, this worry. I felt so helpless, unable to do anything to stop all of the injustices at Jewel, to stop all the women from suffering there.

With her next words, the toxicity of Jewel bled through the phone and tried to wrap around me, pull me in. “Brandy’s her usual self. She wants you to come back. She wanted me to tell you that if you can come back in time for your number tonight, they’ll negotiate you getting your money and possessions back.”

Her words sounded rehearsed. Was there someone else listening?

“No.” I swallowed hard, making my voice calm and steady. “Please tell her I won’t be coming back. But if anyone there wants out, I’ll try to help them get out.”

I kept the tears out of my voice until I hung up.

They’d used the one friend I had left against me. I felt bad for not going back, for leaving them, but I couldn’t stay. I was disappointed in Brandy, but wasn’t completely sure she wasn’t being coerced. And Janis had a kid to think about… they were all victims.

But what if I could help them somehow? What if, when the investigation was through, I could help them find themselves again? If I could get even one Jewel out of there and back on her feet, it wouldn’t matter that all I had left in the world that was mine was a mask. A mask I wasn’t willing to wear any longer.

That night, when Roman came home, I was deeply involved in making plans and jotting them in my new notebook. I’d waited for him for dinner and given Martha the evening off.

“Adara?” He sounded tired. “What are you doing in here in the dark?”

It had gotten dark in the kitchen, and I’d barely noticed. I’d been writing by the light shining in from the hall.

“Jewel takes everything from anyone who goes there,” I said in a voice that sounded like ice. “They want to negotiate to return what’s mine. I’m going to help the detective stop them.”

“Sounds like your day’s been as shitty as mine.” He was as stiff as his starched suit, standing there in the doorway with his impenetrable gaze. “There will be someone coming with the detective tomorrow, someone who may be able to help you with that.”

I slapped my pen down on the table. “Roman, I don’t understand you. You sound so cold and cryptic, when just yesterday we were having the time of our lives splashing around in the hot tub. So much for wine and candles.” I gestured at the spread Martha fixed earlier. It was very romantic. If I’d had the energy to laugh I would’ve.

He carried the box he held over to the kitchen counter then opened it and stared at the contents long enough to make me wonder if something else had happened besides what I saw on the news today.

“Why was your day so bad?” I asked, feeling bad for having jumped down his throat.

“So bad?” He chuckled sardonically, reaching his hands into the box, and pulling out a mound of Krave Koffee bags. “It was so bad because someone is trying to ruin me. The press has accused me of ‘raping the underprivileged masses’ for my own gain. Add a million views just in the first hour after the latest story hit and over one hundred thousand comments calling me a fraud, liar, and a greedy piece of shit, and you have my day in a nutshell.” His face showed no emotion.

“I’m sorry, Roman. I hope none of this is because of me.”

Of course it was because of me.

“It’s not your fault.” He stared out the window, even though all you could see was the dark. “I’m flying out to Brazil tomorrow. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

A hole punched through my gut. “What? Why?”

“I have to make sure none of what they said is true.” He looked haggard as he rubbed his forehead with his hand. “For the company.”

“For the company? What if it is true, Roman? What if the Brazil government is telling you one thing and doing another? What about those people? Are they just going to have to remain that way while there’s an ‘investigation?’”

I knew I was being unfair, but I couldn’t seem to stop the words from coming from my mouth. What was happening with his scandal felt similar to what had happened at Jewel.

And Roman had possessed a membership to Jewel. A sliver of ice ran up my spine.

“What are you saying?” he asked, his expression glacial.

“What I’m saying is that I can’t figure out who you are. One minute, you’re this funny, charming man, the next you’re cold as ice. One minute, you want to save the word. The next minute, you’re taking your clients to brothels.”

His eyes narrowed. “That’s me. Cold as ice. A bastard and a contradiction. I only care about money. Money is the reason I took my clients to Jewel. Isn’t it the reason for everything?” His eyes dragged down my body when he said it.

I felt my chest go very hot and my chin come up. “Your money doesn’t mean a damn thing to me. And don’t insinuate that your money is the reason I’m here. I didn’t go to get clothes today like you ordered, because this isn’t Jewel and you can’t give me orders. I’m not a whore.”

“I don’t buy sex, Adara.”

I lifted my chin. “So you’ve said. You can’t buy me either. Why do you even care about what people say about you? It’s not like you’ll go down the tubes if your business tanks.” I waved my arms wide.

Roman’s eyes met mine across the kitchen and went from dark and dead to so full of emotion I was frozen in my chair. He turned back to the box, gripped the cardboard, and ripped it in two, throwing the contents in a heap on the floor. “Because I care! I care about my company and the people who work for me. And I care about the people who may have been abused because of it. I won’t hide behind money the way people seem to think I do, the way you hide behind that damn scar you think rules your life now.”

I gasped. “I’m not hiding, Roman! You’ve been treating me like I was going to break, like I was a piece of fragile china since you laid eyes on me. But I’m not going to break, I’m not! I don’t need you and your money to hold me together.”

But he was right. I was hiding behind this scar, acting like I was going to break. Hiding behind what had been done to me that night, and every night at Jewel since I set foot in the godforsaken place.

Roman buried his fingers in his hair and turned away from me. When he turned back, all the emotions I’d seen in his eyes were carefully hidden. “I’ll take you to Jewel tomorrow. We’ll get some officers to go with us, and we’ll get your things. But then I’ve got to go to Brazil.”

Without giving me time to answer, he walked out of the kitchen without looking back.

What was left of my heart cracked in two, falling into the black well that was my hope. I’d thought Roman and I were building something, but I’d been wrong. There was no place for me here, and if anyone ever connected me to him and to Jewel, it would make what he was dealing with ten times worse.

I had to let go.

Let go of Nate.

Let go of this scar that was the only thing I had left of him and that time of my life.

Let go of the only man who had ever shown me the type of kindness I thought was only found in stories. The man in the kitchen was the man he really was. A businessman. Ruthless when his whole empire was being threatened. Protective of his own. Seclusive.

And I couldn’t hide anymore.

It was time for me to face the world. Scar and all.


CHAPTER THIRTY

Roman

Thomas woke me early the next day, asking me to bring Adara to Jewel to gather her things. There would be a police escort, and Thomas thought the invasion would rock the boat enough to stir something up.

On the way to Jewel, I kept thinking of things to say to her, things that would make it better for her, but my lips remained sealed.

What could I say?

Sorry, I’ve been alone for so long it’s made me into an asshole. That’s what you’re going to have to deal with if you’re with me?

How about… I’m in love with you but if you stay with me the shit is going to hit the fan eventually and some asshole somewhere is going to break a story that sounds like you were a prostitute when I met you and any hope you had of a new career would be up in flames… because of me?

No, it was better this way. Better to go to Brazil and make sure while I was gone that she had everything she needed to take back her old life.

A woman as vibrant as her didn’t deserve to be hidden on a ranch in the middle of nowhere with a man whose reputation and company had just been ripped to shreds. My family could deal with it. Adara, on the other hand, needed to be welcomed back into the world without a shadow hanging over her head.

All the better if she thought I was a greedy piece of shit.

I drove in silence and pulled up behind the police cars who were waiting for us outside the gate. They waved me in front of them and the guard just nodded to us, letting us in. It had all been set up in advance.

Driving up the entrance, I marveled at the man I was now and wondered how I could have come here, brought my clients here, and never felt an ounce of remorse.

“They wanted me to come back to Jewel,” Adara said beside me, holding herself very straight in the seat. She’d chosen today as the first to go out in public without her mask.

I was so fucking proud of her. But I hadn’t said a word about it. Cause I was a dickhead.

“Of course they did.” I clamped my jaw together to stop myself from saying more. I wanted to wrap my arms around her. Protect her. Take her away from any harm that could come to her.

“I wouldn’t have. Even if I couldn’t retrieve my things or the money in my account. I would never have come back here the way they wanted.” There was pain in her voice, and it made me feel like the biggest asshole in the world.

“I know,” I whispered.

Then we were at the front of the main entrance, and before I could say anything else, she got out of the car. I watched as she stopped at the bottom of the stairs that looked so grand and inviting, and realized she was that woman who enchanted me with her voice and her mystique, but she wasn’t the one who hid behind a mask anymore. She was transitioning back into the strong, confident megastar I’d watched from a VIP lounge a couple years before. She’d take back her life and make it into what she wanted it to be.

And she didn’t need me in it to do so.

I was only a hindrance.

I joined her, and together we met Brandy in the lobby, leaving the police officers on the porch as they had no warrant and were only here at our request for safety. The sweet sickening scent choked me. It was the same one that had wrapped around me the night Adara had changed me for good.

“Where the fuck have you been, Mona?” Brandy spit as she nearly trotted toward Adara on tall spike heels. Her fake blonde hair was piled perfectly on top of her head, the rest of her made up to reflect a mirage of dreams come true.

“I couldn’t do what they wanted, Brandy,” Adara said quietly, her eyes wide.

“You can’t fucking quit. What are you going to do? Hook on the streets? In Montana? Fucking for pay here is a much better call.”

“I’m not a hooker, and you knew that when you sent me in there to Jack Marshall.”

I watched as their eyes met, clashed, and there was some kind of silent exchange. Brandy’s face blanched, then she took a deep breath and stuck out her chest, displaying her tits the best way she could. She was acting.

“He paid two million dollars for you.”

“No, he paid Jewel two million dollars, but even with my cut of the money, my dignity, pride and soul are worth far more than that.” Adara’s face flushed and strength and resilience blossomed to the surface.

“So, you went off to go fuck Roman Wellington for free. What do you think he’s going to do, keep you as his mistress? Take care of you? Marry you?” Brandy laughed, her eyes sliding to me. “Good luck there. He’s a liar, Mona. He’s swindled people into buying into his lies and has ruined thousands of lives. He’s a fake. You refused a decent guy like Jack and end up in bed with a snake. Ask him about Sabrina Ridgely. She happens to be one of Harmon’s friends. Ask him about how Roman Wellington proposed to her and set a wedding date only to leave her a week before their wedding day. You think you’re better than she is?”

Adara looked like she’d been slapped. When she looked at me, her eyes searching, I looked at her flatly, knowing she’d never see through my façade. No one ever did. It was better this way.

Brandy turned to me. “Mr. Wellington, your membership to the club has been revoked. I’ll have to ask you to leave the premises.”

“We’ll go as soon as we collect her things and the payment you owe her.” My voice was cold, and I knew by the fear that flashed in Brandy’s eyes that she was aware of just where she stood.

When Adara had her bag and a wad of cash, Brandy followed us to the car. I thought for a second she was going to throw another fit, or even jump in the car with us.

Just before Adara got back into the car, Brandy stepped up to her, hugged her quickly and said in a low voice, “Nothing here is real, sister.”

Adara sat silent and still in the car.

Finally, when I couldn’t stand it any longer, I asked her what that meant.

“I think she was telling me that she was being forced to try to get me to bend to Jewel’s will. Nothing here is real.”

I nodded. Sabrina hadn’t been real either. “Most of what people show you isn’t real.”

Except the woman beside me. Adara was the realest thing I’d ever known.

The detectives were set to meet with her later in the day, and she had what was rightfully hers. There was nothing left for me to do but hand her my car keys before I got on the plane to Brazil.

But now, standing in front of her, her blue-green eyes looking up at me so sorrowfully, I felt like a monster. I almost couldn’t bear to go and leave her thinking all the things she did of me.

But I had to. She deserved to be free.

And I needed to clear my name before I could ask her to be with me long term.

So I leaned in, took her face in my hands, pressed my lips to hers and breathed in jasmine and oranges. Memorized the way her soft lips felt against mine.

Then I set my butterfly free.

She’d let me release the butterfly from her cage like I’d asked for in my note. Only she was too big of a butterfly to just fly to me. The world needed her out there.

On the flight to Brazil, thankfully seated in a different section from Peter, I busied myself on the phone, trying to concentrate on my company’s issues. But I could never erase the image of her face when I’d picked up my bag to go.

And I still couldn’t forget it once I’d landed.

Or the next day.

Or the next.

We had texted numerous times, but I hadn’t actually heard her voice in days when I got another text…

Thank you for everything you’ve done. I’ll be moving out now. I’ll never forget you.

She was saying goodbye, and I couldn’t fly back and beg her to stay. Not yet. Maybe not ever, but especially not until we’d uncovered the lies taking place in this beautiful country.

Although I’d dreaded having Peter on this trip, he turned into my saving grace. It was my crazy brother-in-law who forced me out of my chair, forced me to uncover the truth.

Because of him, we found out that Jack also had ties to Brazil. One of his subsidiary companies was an exporter here. A company that exported not only coffee, but sugar and other nonspecific items. It was possible he paid some of his own people to support the scandal.

Back home, Harmon, another owner of Jewel, had submitted to pressure and talked to investigators, handing over Jack in the process. Jack had raised hell at first, claiming no responsibility for the club’s actions. He’d gone so far as to say that Adara had an active contract that she was obligated to fulfill.

Two days after Adara’s goodbye text, I began to feel hopeful. I wanted to celebrate with Adara, and the phone was in my hand before I remembered that she was gone.

But I didn’t want her to leave. Didn’t want her to face the world alone. I wanted us to fix this. I wanted to be by her side. I’d sell the damn ranch if that’s what it took.

As much as I wanted to be with Adara, the trip to Brazil was probably what I needed right now. Getting away from the intensity of work gave me the chance to see the world from a different perspective and maybe get some ideas about how to change it.

My meeting with Emilio, foreman of the coffee farm that supplied Krave Koffee, was informative. Apparently, because of a drought, coffee wasn’t growing as well as it had in the past. The farm was suffering financially.

“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” I asked when it became clear that he was holding back additional information.

“We thought we’d be able to keep up the yield, but it just got worse. We didn’t want to raise our rates to you, so we started selling some of our coffee to another, higher paying importer and added black pepper to our crops.”

I didn’t own all the farm’s production. I bought about three quarters of it, leaving the rest for them to sell locally. That way, the profits would go straight to the growers, but a big business had come in and offered them a great upfront amount as long as they could produce twice what they had.

“We tried to keep up with your production and honor our new contract, but he expected twice as much as we were able to produce. There was a loophole in his contract, he wanted twice the amount of product in a fraction of the time. He was very angry, but we compensated him with most of our black pepper crop.” The foreman explained as if he was trying to convince himself that what he’d done was good for his farm.

“You’re free to do whatever you want with the crops that aren’t promised to me, but I’m curious, what is the name of the other company you do business with?”

“Tenex Capitol Holdings. What we’d given them wasn’t enough, and they wanted us to return their payment, even though we gave him nearly all he’d contracted for and the black pepper. They sent a man out who forced some of the workers to make statements on camera,” he concluded, sweating and tense.

“Did your people mention our arrangement in any of these interviews?” I was burning up inside with anger toward Jack but didn’t want this hardworking man to think it was directed toward him.

“They weren’t supposed to, but some of them told me after they’d been filmed that the questions were misleading and a lot of them were about you and the contract we have with you.” His expression turned to worried, and he wiped sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief he pulled from his pocket.

“By any chance, did this man mention a Jack Marshall?”

“Yes, that’s the head boss. But we only spoke to his associate. This was about a month ago.”

“Did this associate of Jack’s take any of the women out to dinner, or out of the village for any reason?” I was starting to see what was happening here, and my stomach was twisting in knots.

“A few of the ladies went to town with him, yes. He had some clients with him and he asked them to show them around town.” He didn’t seem concerned.

“Did any of the women say that these men had propositioned them for sex?” I didn’t want to hear the answer, but I had to ask.

“All I know is that they had dinner and went out for some dancing, and the men gave them a little money. A lot of the girls came back with money in their pockets for… I don’t know what.”

“I think I know. There was a scathing article written about my business with your company, and I think he bribed your people to get on camera. Can I speak with the people who went out with the business associates?” I was livid.

Jack must’ve been after me even before he accosted Adara at Jewel. I went around the farm with Emilio and spoke with everyone Jack’s lackey interviewed.

When we contracted with the farm, we gave them a fair price for the coffee and helped set up a school, a small medical clinic, and made sure that the roads in and out of the village were well maintained. Part of our costs to do business were to keep the facilities we’d created on the plantation maintained. So before I went back to the hotel, I personally checked to be sure all we had done was still satisfactory.

By the end of the day, I was exhausted, angry, and disappointed, but I’d uncovered the truth.

They’d promised Jack’s company the surplus, and he’d charged them a fine for not delivering the amount he wanted. They then tried to compensate with black pepper crops, which Jack took from them at a fraction of the cost, leaving the village in need of money. So he offered a way for them to pay him back — to make “statements” for his “shareholders meeting.”

As for the women, it looked like Jack and his men were used to exploiting women wherever they went — it seemed to be his favorite sideline business.

I started to wonder if Jewel was a place where he was hiding a lot of the profits he didn’t want listed in his revenue.

Now it all made sense, but how was I going to clear my name in such a complicated scheme?

I messaged Adam and told him to set up a meeting with the detective and to book me on the first flight home.

When I made this right, I’d find Adara. No matter what it took.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Adara

I hadn’t been able to believe my eyes when I’d opened the door a week ago to find my manager standing on the other side.

I’d immediately burst into tears when Neil Ferguson smiled. When he spoke my name, his eyes were shiny, and before I knew it, I’d stepped out the door and was in his arms.

Neil had always been like a father to me. He’d been with me nearly since the beginning of my career and had showed me all the ins and outs. He was a good man, never scolding when I’d misstepped but leading me in the direction that would be the best choice for my career.

After I’d ushered Neil and the detective into the living room. It was hard to look at the piano where I’d sang while Roman played. Neil’s hair, which was even more silver than the last time I’d seen him, glinted in the light coming through the windows.

I’d told them everything.

As I did, the heaviness that had weighed on me since I left all those women behind at Jewel began to lift. “Whether they knew it or not, most were being forced to stay there. Some may not have seen the way out for themselves and others had been so frightened they didn’t think they deserved better. Few of the Jewels truly enjoy their work.”

Neil had listened, nodding his understanding while waiting for me to wind down from our initial greeting. “We’ll bring light to what’s happening there. What if we started a foundation? One that could give these women and others like them a place to go to recover and begin a new life?”

The thought of having some power to help the women made me feel like my journey had meant something, like Nate’s death hadn’t been in vain.

“Neil, are you asking me to return to the stage and studio? Is that what this is?”

He smiled the Hollywood smile that had always wrapped me around his finger. “Damn, Adara, don’t you know that me, your record label, and more than one detective have been looking for you all this time? Your fans are clamoring to have you back.” He waggled his eyebrows. “And… the Grammy’s are clamoring for you too.”

My eyes widened. “They are?”

“Yes. You’ve been nominated for a special merit award. They want you back, Adara. They want your first performance to be on their stage.”

Tears burned my eyes and emotion clogged my throat. I wanted to be back. There was just one thing.

“My voice is different. I’m different. If I come back, I won’t be the same Adara I was before.” I’d sung since I was a child and knew I could influence people with my voice, make them see the world the way I saw it. I could make a difference.

“Your voice is tinged with sadness, but it’s one that people will respond to. That will make them identify with your lyrics even more so. Please, Adara, let me help you return, and help you use your music the meaningful way I know you want to.”

With tears of happiness, I agreed and we set down a plan.

The only thing missing from the plan was Roman. So, when the construction workers arrived the next day and began building a state-of-the-art studio, it made me miss him even more. But as one day moved into the next, I began to wonder if he wasn’t using his money to buy what he wanted, like I’d accused him.

That was when I decided to leave. I couldn’t stay there anymore.

When the Today Show called, wanting to interview me, I couldn’t — wouldn’t — say no. As much as I wanted Roman to be with me, I could do it on my own.

After I send him my last text and didn’t hear from him again, I’d known I made the right decision.

My heart didn’t even feel like it was in my chest when I packed the few things I’d retrieved from Jewel and closed the front door of his mansion for the last time. Martha hugged me and we both shed some tears, and Sissaleigh gave me a hard stare, like I was making a mistake, but we all knew there was nothing left for me to do here but move on.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Roman

I sat my suitcase down in the foyer of my ranch house and the sound echoed in the empty stillness. Adara was gone. I could feel it in my bones, in how my skin didn’t spark the way it did when she was in the house.

Martha helped me to settle in with few words. The mileage I’d gained with her was gone. She thought I was a total idiot. And she was right.

The next morning, Adara was on the Today Show, giving a full account of her trial for the nation and the world to hear. She talked about Nate and the accident and Jewel, then about appearing at the Grammy’s and singing again for the first time. To my surprise, she also talked about her plans for an upcoming tour next year. Before that, she planned to hold a concert next month in New York City.

She didn’t mention me by name, but she did say, “Not everyone has a white knight ride in and rescue them, but I did. He’s a very special man who showed me that I was beautiful, scars and all. I wouldn’t be here today if he hadn’t made me promise to let him love me.”

When I could see through the tears in my eyes again, Martha was standing next to the TV tapping her foot, her arms crossed over her chest.

I laughed. “Don’t worry, Martha, I already have tickets.”

She harrumphed. “Are you really going to wait that long?”

I stared at the television, at Adara’s beautiful face. “Yeah. She needs to fly first. I want to give her that.”

***

The concert was a sellout, and Madison Square Garden was filled with excitement when I arrived. The crowd was already chanting Adara’s name.

The only seating available here was in the thick of the crowd, so I hired extra security and sat in the back in the cheap seats. It was the first time I’d done something like this and it made me chuckle that Adara had inspired me to the point that I would settle for anything cheap.

To see her again though, I’d do anything.

By the time the opening band was finished, I was shouting her name along with the crowd. It felt good to say it. I’d spent too much time in the beginning not even knowing her real name, and now too much time away from her.

When the lights went dark again, and the music started to hum, I thought my heart would explode. Then there she was, sashaying out to the front to the screaming crowd. She’d been in therapy I knew from the talk shows, and her gait was improving, and she was working with a dance coach. When I’d heard she was going to undergo surgery, I didn’t sleep at all that night.

The next thing I knew, I was buying concert tickets and seats on a plane. Now I was here, and I didn’t even know if she would want to see me.

But it would still be worth it, to see her sing. She belonged up there on the stage, with people loving her all around. She belted out her first song, and I felt the way a parent must feel the first time their kindergartener gets up on stage for the school play.

The song started as a quiet reflection, like the mirror’s glass she sang about, but grew with each line until the deep throaty tone and passion of her incredible voice crescendoed to a rousing chorus.

God, she was a superstar. This woman who once lived in my house, teasing me relentlessly, rocking my sheets, was a treasure. I wondered how anyone dared hide her away in a brothel. I knew no one ever would again.

She sang every note perfectly then she held the last note for more than twenty seconds, like she’d told me she could. It hung in the air, perfect and beautiful, like her, and time stood still. I didn’t think there was a dry eye. I knew I didn’t have one.

Just before the concert was over, my security and I got up from our seats and made our way to the backstage door, where I had no trouble getting in. Neil gave me a wink as he shook my hand.

For a moment, standing in her dressing room, I was so nervous that I had to sit down. And it’s a good thing I did, because I almost forgot what was in my back pocket. And it was the only gimmick I had.

A mask.

Almost like hers, but not quite.

I’d just pulled it into place when the door opened, and she walked in, all bubbly and shining like the star she was. Then she saw me, and the smile fell off her face and her tone went from elated to monotone as she excused herself and shut the door.

She faced the door for a long second before she finally turned. “Roman.”

The sound of her voice lanced through my heart, and I knew if she didn’t forgive me I’d be worthless without her for the rest of my life.

“You were wonderful. Magnificent. There are no words.”

“Why are you here?” Her voice was small, like it had been when I took her out of Jewel.

“I told you. I’m a huge fan. I just wasn’t a crazy fan then.” I took a deep breath. “But I am now. Crazy without you. Forgive me, Adara.”

“I don’t understand. You left for Brazil, never called, nothing. I thought…”

I stood up. “I wanted you to think it. I thought you needed to be free, not tied up with me at some property a thousand miles from anywhere. Not subjected to scandal when you were coming back to all this.”

She looked at me strangely, peering at my eyes through the slits of the mask. “I was the scandal.”

I took a step forward. “What? No.”

But she was shaking her head, holding her hand out, palm forward. “Stop, Roman. You wanted me to be open with you, but you didn’t do the same. There’s things I need to know.”

“Ask.”

“Tell me what Brandy was talking about that day, about a woman you were going to marry. Was she a Jewel?”

My eyes locked on hers, and I felt real fear, possibly more fear than I’d ever felt in my life. I could lose her. Even my adept business skills wouldn’t be enough to hold someone like her if she didn’t want me.

“She wasn’t a Jewel. Her name was Sabrina, and yes, I thought I loved her, and I was going to marry her.”

“Is that all?”

I smiled wryly. “No. She was sweet, smart, beautiful. Since I was worth so much money and she didn’t have nearly the wealth I did, my lawyer suggested we sign a prenuptial agreement, protecting me should our marriage end.” I moved a step closer as I spoke. “I never anticipated it ending, but I saw my lawyer’s reasoning. Her getting half of all I owned would be motivation alone to end the relationship over anything. Marriages are hard work, and I was ready to invest in one with her, but she’d have to be motivated to do the same.”

Adara just looked at me with unreadable eyes, so I continued.

“As soon as she discovered how much I was really worth, she pushed back on the prenup, saying I didn’t love her and that’s why I was doing it. She became obsessed with my money and the damn prenuptial agreement, which in the end she refused to sign. I promised that should our relationship end, I’d take care of her financially and had my lawyer draw up the papers to prove it, but she wagered our love against my need for financial protection.”

I kept moving closer, praying she didn’t stop me. If I could just touch her…

“In the end, it wasn’t her not signing the agreement that drew us apart, it was the fact that she’d shown her true colors and become a woman I didn’t love anymore. I don’t think you’re like her, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“You did.”

“What? Nev—”

“The night you paid me to talk to you. You thought I was like her. But I’m not. And you aren’t aloof or cold or a womanizer. You once told me that your knowing who I am doesn’t change anything for me. But it does. I couldn’t have faced the painful memories that I did without you. I couldn’t have resumed my life without what you did for me.”

I’d been a fool. She’d distanced herself from me because I’d shut her out. “I was an asshole,” I said in a low voice as I slowly lifted my hand to run it along her jawline. “I was afraid, and I made a mistake. I should have never let you go.”

She reached her hand up and pulled on my mask, letting it snap back against my face. “Why the mask?”

“Ouch.” I grinned in spite of the pain. “That’s a long story.”

“I’m listening.”

I told her about what I found out about Jack in Brazil, and going to the coffee farm, and meeting the workers in the fields to see how they harvested the coffee beans. But I’d noticed something else.

“They worked hard in the beating sun and yet none of them complained. They showed me what to do, and I helped.”

She smiled at the image of me picking coffee beans.

“Most spoke some English and we told stories. These women picked basket after basket with smiles on their faces, some of them singing as they worked. They harmonized, it was amazing. A mix of cultures, of hardships and of joys. I noticed that some of them had deep scars on their arms from working in the fields, others had harsh lines in their faces from being in the severe sun day after day, some looked haggard and older than their years, yet all of them radiated such incredible beauty and strength.”

I stopped and willed every bit of love for her to show in my eyes. “Like you. They worked hard for a living and despite anything, they were proud of who they were, and it showed on their faces and in the sound of their voices. I realized I’d been hiding behind my own mask, the one being a billionaire gave me. I’d let pain and suffering build a wall between me and the world and I was wrong. I was wrong, Adara. I should’ve been proud of the hardships that marked me. So I came here to take off my mask. I’ll never shut you out again.”

She just stared at me, her eyes imploring as she took a deep breath. I could see her trembling and I knew the effort she was making to stay calm. It was costing me the same.

“I want to trust you,” she confessed, “but—”

“But you don’t,” I finished her sentence.

And there it was. Another woman I’d opened my heart to who was changing before my eyes.

“I do,” she corrected me.

“I was never with any of the women at Jewel.”

“I know.”

“How? How would you know? Brandy all but told you that I did.”

“In my heart, I know. I just do.” She took a step closer to me and searched my eyes while I held my breath. “I’ve been wrong so many times in my life, I don’t think I could take another.”

“You’ve never been more right. I love you, Adara Wilde.”

Her megastar smile lit up the room. “I love you too, Roman Wellington.”

Then she reached behind her and locked the door, making my blood pressure shoot so high it could have lit up the stage lights all on its own.

She took my hand and led me to the couch on the other side of the room, and when I would have helped her to be seated, she shoved me down into its softness and hovered over me. Smoothing her hand over my leg, she let it glide dangerously close to my groin, which awakened my cock.

I tenderly stopped her hand’s progression, knowing what I’d want to do if she went any further. “What are you doing there?” I asked, trying to sound playful, but my words came out sounding choked.

She looked down at me and nuzzled her head into my shoulder as she straddled me, her fingers tickling up my thigh. “I think gargantua wants to come out and play.”

“God, I missed you,” I said as I leaned in and claimed her lips.

She kissed my cheek and removed the mask from my face. “That’s better,” she whispered, kissing my temple, my cheek, the way I had hers the night she took her own mask off. As she moved in closer to me my erection grew, and she wiggled her hips over me.

I laughed. “Here you are, finally. I’ll never let you go again.” I moved the hair away from her face and asked, “Does it bother you that my company’s reputation is in question? You trust me?”

She grabbed my shoulders and settled herself over me, my hard dick right between her legs.

“I was wrong to ever doubt you,” she said as I ground up into her.

I couldn’t stop the growl that came from deep in my chest and I held her still for a moment, her heat pressed against me, savoring.

“Are you sure? I want us to be completely real with each other. There is a good chance that I won’t be able to completely clear my name in the court of public opinion. The matter is very complicated and almost too difficult for the general public to understand. I’m not the bad guy, but it looks like I am.”

“Roman.”

“Yes?”

“Stop talking.”

I laughed and wrapped my hands around her hips. When her eyes met mine, I knew we were okay, more than okay. And we were the luckiest two people on the planet.

I missed her body against mine. All I wanted to do was make love to her, so I trailed kisses over her neck, down her chest to her nipples that were hard and poking through the thin material of her bodysuit, flicking my tongue over them and listening to her moan. She ran her hand down my chest and lower, then wrapped it around my cock, making my hips jerk up into her center.

I held her hair back with my hand as she slinked down into my lap and eased my pants over my hips. Then gargantua was free and she took me between her lips as I did the best I could not to thrust too hard into her mouth.

She swirled her tongue around the tip of my cock until I was moaning and only wanted her heat wrapped around me. Then she pressed me down onto my back and sat on my lap, gyrating over my stiff dick with her spandex still on until we were both wild-eyed and panting.

I loved watching what she was doing to me. I stripped her of the stage costume, and she crawled up me, kissed my lips while she grabbed my cock and danced it across her slit until she was ready. Then slowly positioned it in just the right place and slid down on my shaft.

We both gasped, it felt so amazing to be one with each other again.

We made love hard, deep and rough. We needed each other, and we’d been so far apart for too long. Even though it’d only been a short time, it felt like this was where we belonged.

We laughed at how ferociously we were making love and I pumped harder and harder into her. I was about to come inside of her when I remembered. Groaning, I pulled out, rolled over, grabbing my pants, pulled out a condom, put it on and dove right back in.

This time I rolled her on her back, spread her legs then plunged in, making her scream. She dug her nails into my back as my name left her lips. She clenched around me and her breasts arched up to my chest. I leaned in and took one nipple into my mouth, sucking, giving her my teeth, and growled as my balls tightened. She flew apart around me, and I let go as her pussy milked my cock. She screamed again as I emptied myself into her.

Making love to her that night was passionate and beautiful. We showered and made love again, long into the night until we fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms on the dressing room couch. I didn’t care where I was, as long as I was with her.

Having Adara back was like coming home again after far too long being gone. I thought we both came to the realization that no matter what life threw at us, we would handle it. We would overcome it together.


EPILOGUE

Adara

When we got back to Montana, I feared there would be a retaliation from Jewel, however, everything was silent. I was hopeful.

Roman’s sister and Peter came over as soon as we got home. I was nervous to meet Liliana, but Roman assured me that she would be an even bigger fan of mine when we met.

When we heard them talking to Ms. White in the hallway downstairs, I panicked a little.

“Don’t be nervous,” he said. “She’s a huge fan of yours, and I want to gloat a little.” He smiled and winked. “I’m really going to score cool points when she not only sees that I’m in a relationship with Adara Wilde, but I also unearthed her from missing.” He’d told Lil he had a surprise for her, but she had no idea how big a secret it was. It was a miracle we’d been able to keep it for this long.

As soon as we came down the stairs, Liliana screamed. I gripped Roman’s hand as she rushed over to us.

“Oh my god, Adara Wilde! Roman!”

I laughed, and the night began. We had fun together, and Liliana and I became fast friends. All we talked about was music, and I played guitar with Liliana joining in on the chorus.

After they were gone, I cozied up to Roman on the couch. “Liliana told me that you were going to be sponsoring the Coachella Music Festival.”

“Yes…” I responded with a dramatic note of suspicion in my voice.

“Well, I think I want to be a surprise guest and debut a song.”

“The festival’s not until next spring, but anything you want.”

I smiled. “Terrific. I’ll be undergoing surgery in a couple weeks to help loosen up the scar tissue. That will give me time to recover and grow stronger in the meantime.”

And grow stronger I did.

In addition to the studio, Roman had a fitness center built for me, along with an indoor pool where I could swim for hours. I spent weeks at the ranch writing songs and developing my voice. Ms. White and Roman would spent hours listening to me play and practice the songs I’d written. Each was different, complex. I was so excited to share my calling with the world again.

I was happier than I could ever imagine being.

Jack still haunted us and had planted more people throughout the different businesses that were supported by his company to decimate Roman’s reputation, even though he was in deep legal trouble himself. I was stressed, but as fast as Jack started fires, Roman and his company put them out. Roman continued to counter what Jack threw at him and started to open up positive dialogue between people and offer absolute transparency. Slowly, this grassroots effort was taking hold.

Public trust was a hard thing to win, but I was doing my best to encourage him, to be his cheerleader.

My singing career was taking off again. I used my iPhone to film a home video and posted it online. I think it was the rawness of it that made it go viral, along with sneak peeks of new songs I was writing.

I even got a call from Pink saying she loved my rendition of “Glitter in the Air,” which I sang with a mix of gritty, raw emotion. She said it had a real Adara Wilde vibe, and she wanted to meet with me at Coachella.

I was thrilled. I’d always wanted to sing with Pink. We’d met several times over the years, but never got a chance to work together.

Roman and I were happy, our relationship grew and flourished as we began to love each other more and more.

Finally, there was only a week before the festival and I was ready. My video was edited, my place was set in the Coachella line up, and Roman’s company was sponsoring the event. There was a lot of dialogue started about sustainability, child labor, trafficking and things that mattered, all because Roman was fighting back against people who questioned him. All and all we were in a good place, we just had one more shot to fire.

We packed our things and Pete and Liliana brought their camper van, and this time Roman had to go along with the crazy idea, because he needed to work the festival with Adam and a host of other people from his office. They all rented camper buses and it was so much fun. I loved camping in a tour bus for a couple of nights. Roman hated it, but he had to learn to loosen up.

Before the craziness began, we were all sitting under the stars having wine with his crew when he reached over and took my hand as he so often did.

“You know you’re amazing, right?” His face glowed with love.

“You know you are, right?” I countered and we kissed.

“Oh my god, I love you guys so much. Adara, you have to marry my brother so he’ll stop being such a snobby bore. You’ve got to start rubbing off on him,” Liliana chimed in right in Roman’s ear.

I loved his sister, she was the perfect friend for me. We hung out a lot, which left Roman with Pete. Roman had admitted, however, that Pete was growing on him.

On the day of the show, Pink and I sang “Glitter in the Air” as a duet. The crowd went wild. As she walked off the stage while I took the mike, I had to wait for the audience to calm down before I was able to speak. When they finally stilled, I sat on a chair, my leg in a glittering brace, not hiding any longer.

“Thank you for being here and for welcoming me to the stage, it’s been too long.”

There was another round of thunderous applause.

“I’m glad to be here, but I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for one man.” I had asked the cameraman to highlight Roman during my speech before the show.

The camera focused on Roman and he looked surprised as the monitors displayed his face.

“Without Roman Wellington, I wouldn’t be here with you tonight. His company, Crave, is sponsoring this festival.” The crowd roared. “His struggles trying to get people to understand his heart and passion inspired my next song tonight. I hope you enjoy it and understand that the beauty around us isn’t always revealed in the places where we are looking. He taught me that, and I hope after seeing this video, you will be the first to understand what’s really happening around us.”

The music to “See” started, and I sat at the piano and began to sing as a video played behind me. In the video were clips of the women in Brazil on the coffee plantation, singing, eating, and enjoying each other, despite the sun and the hardship of their labor.

If you always had a mirror, what would you see?

What would that reflection be?

There were clips of women at Jewel, which painfully highlighted the horrible abuse they had suffered.

Could you divine god’s plan?

Could you fight against the tyrants of the land?

Pictures of Jack’s company flashed onto the screen, and the video we took of the people he’d paid to hurt Roman saying that hunger and poverty drove them to it.

Could you see me screaming there behind the vacant stare?

Then images of people working together, and phrases about unity and change.

It’s time we take a mighty stand and reach out to our fellow man….

At the end, a full orchestra joined me on stage as I sang with a close-up on my face.

The crowd screamed, fans threw flowers, and the cameras panned around the festival showing people in tears. I’d done it, showed them the things hiding in the noise, and in doing so reflected some of the beauty and the tragedy in our lives.

Just when I thought life couldn’t get any better, Roman joined me on stage with a microphone. “I have one question for you, Adara Wilde.”

I turned to the crowd and spoke into my mic. “What does he have up his sleeve?”

The crowd collectively gasped, and when I turned back to Roman, he was on one knee, holding a small ring box in his hand.

“Will you marry me?” he asked as he opened the box to reveal a diamond ring so big that the lights reflecting off it nearly blinded me.

I was happy I had a headset, because I would have dropped the microphone. I walked to the man who was willing to carry me whenever I needed him to and didn’t hesitate. “Yes, a thousand yeses.”

The crowd cheered as he put the ring on my finger and it sparkled in the stage lights. I grabbed his face and kissed him hard on the lips as the crowd screamed louder.

Coachella was one of the most wonderful experiences of my life, and thanks to my song, “See,” turning into a number one hit, the story was now out there, the truth. It didn’t take long for people to discover that Jack was a part owner in Jewel. That was scandal enough, but then the media broke the truth and revealed most of these women were being kept as sex slaves who were unable to leave the property and forced to cater to their client’s sexual whims. A sting operation closed the place down.

During the sting, authorities discovered that Jack was laundering money from business deals that exploited workers, used a child labor force, and had ties to corrupt government. Jewel was the least of his worries, and frankly, I could see why he spent so much time there — he could easily hide in the fantasy.

Life was busy, but Roman and I always made private time for us. On top of managing a career and planning the wedding of the century, I also started the “See” foundation to help women recover from abuse. In fact, I bought Jewel when it went on the market and paid the women who had worked at the brothel to help reinvent that space that we now called Revive. Roman’s sister joined the board of Revive and became an integral part of their operation.

Roman helped with the marketing and ensuring that people knew what it was and why it was there. There was a counseling center with an arts gallery attached, which provided studio space for singers, dancers, artists, writers, and anyone else who wanted to work through their abuse story with artistic expression.

There was a thrift store and fashion design studio, housing for those who needed a safe place to stay. A restaurant and theater, a playground, a swimming pool, and a trampoline park. There was also a community space where people were welcome to hang out and a small garden where food was grown for the restaurant.

Everyone was there to heal, recover, and have fun, thus taking the shame out of surviving their ordeals. Janis was one of the managers and many of the women she’d worked with started to heal and start their lives over again.

Brandy struggled, but she finally left Harmon and was a resident at the housing center and working to get her life back on track.

As for my new family, Roman’s sister and Pete just announced they were going to have a baby. They were now the most sickeningly happy people in the world, but I loved them.

When Pete announced they would be moving into the lake house for the duration, I thought Roman’s head was going to explode.

Then I saw the spark of excitement in his eyes. And that got me to thinking about being the kind of man I now knew he was. The kind who loved his family, wanted kids, and hoped to fill the halls of a very lonely mansion.

That night as he was getting ready for bed, I posed provocatively on top of the soft duvet. “Do you want babies, Roman?” I asked playfully, running my foot across his thigh when he stepped closer. “We could have little rockstar slash dot com babies. Or at least practice.”

I squealed as he dropped down on the bed next to me and rolled me underneath him, kissing me hard on the mouth.

When he came up for air, he laughed. “I’ve heard that takes lots and lots of practice.” Then he pulled my shirt over my head, unhooked my bra, and kissed the sensitive flesh of my neck.

Pulling back, our eyes met, and he looked at me with loving desire. “As long as they end up as cool as you are, I’m game for spending all night making babies.”

So we practiced. And practiced.

And a year later, the pregnancy stick turned pink.

As we celebrated our love and the new life we would be bringing into the world, we became man and wife, with only our close family beside us.

I’d thrown away my mask, thanks to Roman.

But every now and then, when I was feeling frisky, I thought I might ask him to put his on.

THE END
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CHAPTER ONE

Zane

Ping.

The quarter hit the table top with perfect precision before splashing into the lukewarm beer. “Drink up, Bethany.” I’d made yet another perfect bounce in the age-old game of quarters. No, I wasn’t in college, and yeah, the game was juvenile as hell, but when my party guests wanted to play, who was I to fuck up their fun?

Three beauties sat around the little table in my overwater bungalow, my current home away from home. The Coco Bodu Hithi Resort on the Maldives Island of North Malé Atoll was far away from Scranton, Pennsylvania, which was perfect since I hated to spend time anywhere near my controlling parents and their high expectations.

I should have been on top of the world here, surrounded by three women who couldn’t take their eyes away from me. All I felt was bored. Tired. Of what exactly, I wasn’t sure.

Bethany hiccupped then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Can’t you pick on one of the other girls, Zane? I’m about to drown over here.”

Drunken giggles burst out of the other two young ladies who’d followed me out of the island bar. Candy and Satin — names that couldn’t be real — were hanging out together, Bethany had been drinking at the bar alone. I was the glue that brought us all together, and when they suggested we move the party back to my place, it had seemed like a good idea at the time.

It didn’t seem like a good idea anymore.

It was a quarter to three in the afternoon. Not your typical happy hour, but when in paradise, happy hour lasted twenty-four seven.

“Aw, come on, Bethany,” Candy purred, leaning forward so that her breasts nearly burst out of her tiny top. “I thought you said you could out drink any man. Three shots of beer shouldn’t kill ya.”

“It shouldn’t, but it seems to be.” Bethany hiccupped and giggled, the sound already getting on my nerves.

She was the one I’d been most attracted to. The one I thought would end up in my bed. She seemed different than the others, maybe someone I could spend some time with. Talk to. Enjoy between the sheets and out of them.

She belched, and the three girls burst into another annoying set of giggles. I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose in irritation. She wasn’t different at all. Which wouldn’t have been a problem a year ago. Or even six months ago. Her type was exactly the type I liked back then. Boobs and brainless. I didn’t even know when my type had changed.

The least drunk of the three slid closer to me, placing the quarter in my hand as she rubbed her bountiful breasts against my arm. Satin’s red hair hung in loose waves to the middle of her back. Light green eyes peered back at me. “Me, Zane? You want me to drink it?”

I made a show at looking at my Rolex Submariner. “Actually, I think I should be getting you ladies home.”

She laughed, which wasn’t the response I’d been expecting, and picked up the small crystal glass. Raising it to her lips, she acted as if it was kerosene. Her nose wrinkled when she took a sniff.

“Today, Satin,” Candy said, leaning forward until one breast nearly popped out and onto the table. A year ago, I’d already have a pink nipple in my mouth. Now…

I shook my head. What the fuck was wrong with me?

Closing her eyes, Satin gulped it down, then made a face so awful I felt my sense of humor return for a moment. “Yuck! It’s hot and tastes the way a skunk smells.”

Bethany climbed off her chair, wobbling a bit. “I think I need to take a dip in the ocean. My head is beginning to swim.”

Island life meant you lived in bathing suits, so we all had them on. Under their sundresses, the girls wore itsy bitsy bikinis, leaving very little to the imagination.

I loved island life. Usually.

“This is not a good idea with so much alcohol in your system,” I said as I followed the girls to the deck that dropped off into miles of ocean. Shit. I sounded like a grandma. Maybe I needed to take a few shots myself.

“Join us,” Bethany pleaded, pulling the nearly see through sundress over her head, revealing her lush body. My cock didn’t even twitch.

“It’s time for you all to leave. I’ll make sure you get back safely and—”

Splash. Candy belly flopped into the water.

Shit.

Once I was sure she wasn’t dead or on her way there, I sank down on the chaise lounge. “I guess I’ll just play lifeguard instead.”

I slipped my ever-present shades off the top of my head to shield my eyes from the sun. Being so near the equator meant the bright sun was practically in your face.

“You girls did remember to put on some sunscreen, right?”

Holy fuck. I really was a grandma. Maybe I should fuck all three of them to make sure I still owned some balls.

Bethany batted her lashes at me as she trailed a hand down her tight stomach. “Mine may have worn off.”

Satin grinned too, picking up an ever-present bottle on the table. “Thanks, Zane. I’ve been able to stay burn-free for a week.”

Candy managed to climb the ladder, and in the space of a few moments, the three of them were lathering themselves up with the lotion, and my cock actually jumped in my shorts.

Good boy. Maybe I wasn’t a thousand years old after all.

Bethany batted her lashes again. “Want us to do your back?”

Before I could even reply, the gaggle of giggling women headed my way. Surrendering to what should have been an incredible experience, I turned over and three sets of hands ran all over my back and down my legs. A free massage, courtesy of the sun and its dangerous rays.

Someone’s hand moved closer and closer to my cock. It, in return, was enjoying the physical stimulation with growing enthusiasm. Maybe bringing the girls back to my place wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Maybe a good afternoon romp was exactly what I needed.

“Want us to do your front too?” When I looked, it was Candy’s hand close to the prize.

“Sure.” I rolled over and relaxed as the three of them ran their lotion covered hands all over my chest and shoulders.

Satin’s hands moved over my pecs as she made a little mewling noise. “Zane, my goodness, you’re rock-hard.”

Candy’s hands were all over my right bicep. “I bet you could pick all three of us up with no problem at all.”

Bethany’s fingers roamed over my stomach. “It’s like a perfect ladder down here. How do you keep in this kind of shape?”

My cock was quickly losing interest. So was I. Maybe if I could convince the women not to talk, we’d have a better time.

Bethany leaned down to my ear. “Maybe later we can help you wash it off?”

Satin’s hand moved up under my trunks. “Yeah. We’ll wash your back if you wash ours.”

Her words were soft, seductive, stirring my interest again, then bam… the giggles all started, breaking the spell, and spurring a renewed sense of irritation.

When I said nothing, the girls looked at each other, shrugged, then turned to jump into the water. They all shouted invitations to join them in the gentle waves.

When a bikini top flew through the air and landed on the deck, I groaned. Really, what was wrong with me? Three gorgeous women were practically begging to be in my bed, and all I wanted to do was take a fucking nap.

I needed to snap out of whatever funk I was in.

I was about to shuck my board shorts and just join them in spite of myself when the sliding glass door of the bungalow next door opened, drawing my attention. Keeping one eye on the girls to make sure they didn’t drown, I glanced over just in time to see a woman step out.

No. Not just a woman. The woman of all women.

Her shoulder-length blonde hair caught the sun, golden strands gleaming as she pulled a pair of dark sunglasses off and looked out at the water. I sat up to get a better look.

“Hi.”

She didn’t seem to hear me as she turned to peer in the other direction. She was clearly fresh off the plane, still wearing black slacks and a plain white button down that went along with sensible heels. She gave off a professional vibe. If anyone was in desperate need of a vacation, it was her.

I could make sure she got one.

She turned slowly, breathing deeply as she took in the magnificent landscape all around us. When she turned just enough that I could see her face, it was like a punch in the gut. Her cheekbones were high, her face beautiful over a slender but strong looking body. But it was more than her obvious beauty that caught my attention. There was something else that seemed to pull me in her direction.

Our eyes met and some unnamed energy weaved itself around my spinal cord and into every cell of my body. Did she feel it too? The current that ran between us.

I lifted a hand in greeting and was going to say hello when a fucking bikini top hit me in the side of the head. The woman lifted an eyebrow before purposefully glancing at the three girls in the water. She smirked, then turned and went back inside.

Dammit.

I tossed the bit of wet material to the deck, disgusted with myself and everyone else. I’d lost that round of great first impressions.

The sound of the girls brought my attention back to them. “Zane, you coming in or what?”

“Nah, I’m gonna sit this one out.” I walked inside to grab a cold beer from the fridge and went back out, taking a seat on the dock.

I glanced back at my neighboring bungalow, wishing the door would open again. The smirk she sent me only heightened my attraction to her. I wanted to prove to her I wasn’t the dick I currently appeared to be.

And why did I care so damn much?

The girls came back up on the deck, water dripping off their now shiny bodies. In front of me stood one brunette, a redhead, and a platinum blonde. All curved in the right places, all willing participants in whatever I wanted.

But they weren’t what I wanted. I needed something else.

Bethany rung her hair out, splashing ocean water around her bare feet and across her pink tipped toenails. “Wanna go inside and play some more, Zane?”

Did I?

In the space of a few minutes, my mood had deflated as surely as my cock. I wasn’t in the mood, it seemed. “I’m good. You all sober enough now to see yourselves home?”

The three exchanged worried glances. Maybe they’d conjured up a game plan while they were in the water, and it looked like I was screwing up their plans for some fun.

I couldn’t muster the energy to care. I wanted them gone. I wasn’t interested in their games.

Something — someone — else had garnered my attention. Maybe I should make a little visit to my new neighbor. It was the civilized thing to do after all.

I could introduce myself, learn a little more about her. See if the connection I felt with her stuck. Maybe she’d accept an invitation to dinner. She seemed to be alone. Surely, she’d want some company.

I got up, and the girls all sighed with relief. But instead of ushering them inside, I picked up their discarded clothes. “Come on, I’ll see you all out.”

“Huh?” Bethany’s forehead creased as she shook her head. “We’re leaving?”

“Yeah, it’s been fun, but I think I need a nap before this evening’s activities.” I gathered them all as one might gather a gaggle of geese, herding them with my arms wide, gently ushering them through the house and to the front door.

Satin pulled her shades down, giving me a slow wink. “I could use a… nap.”

I wasn’t even tempted. “A real one. I’ll catch you girls later. I’m not leaving the island anytime soon.”

At the door, they all seemed at a loss as they pulled on their clothes. Candy leaned in close to whisper in my ear, “You sure about this?” Her fingertips flowed lightly over my abs. “We’re ready to make your dreams come true. All three of us.”

My cock will never forgive me.

It would have to get over it because my mind was somewhere else. I was aware that I had not one bird in the hand but three of them, and I was tossing them away for the one in the bush next door.

“Sorry, ladies. I’m bushed. I’d be no good to you in my current state.”

Shoulders dropped, smiles faded, and the three of them turned to walk away, albeit very slowly. I suppose they thought I’d change my mind. But my mind was set on introducing myself to the new occupant of the island.

But first, I needed a quick shower and to put on something a little more hospitable. No one wanted to meet a man in something that was as close to underwear as it got. At least this particular woman wouldn’t.

The water in the shower was warm. As I washed, I thought about what I’d just thrown away. Three beauties.

Was I crazy?

Who did that?

I could see it as an idiotic thing to do, or I could see it as a sign.

Maybe the new beauty would rock my world. Hell, with one look, she’d already knocked me sideways. The idea spurred me on. I’d have to use charms I hadn’t used in a while.

I hadn’t dealt with hard to get since I was a young teen. I could use a good fight. I could catch all the little fish I wanted. But I wanted the big fish. The one who’d put up a fight. The one who, in the end, would be my trophy.

As I toweled off, I realized I was nervous.

I was never nervous.

Picking out a nice pair of khaki shorts and a light green button-down shirt that most women seemed to like, I gave myself one last check to make sure I looked presentable.

There was an energy in my step I hadn’t felt in a long time as I headed out of my bungalow. The little lady next door had no idea what kind of fire she’d started in me with that little smirk.

Game on.






CHAPTER TWO

Sloane

Cerulean water surrounded the little overwater bungalow, my new home for however long it had to be. Charles Smith, the rabbit I was sent to watch, was staying in the home away from home to the right of mine. A good-looking playboy was on my left.

And wow.

My neighbor was freaking gorgeous. At least three inches over six feet tall, it had taken all of my willpower to not stare at his muscular build. I’d felt his eyes on me before I even turned and noticed him there. Tall, dark, and handsome was the perfect description for him. And those tattoos! That man would be trouble if I allowed trouble in my life. Which I did not.

I had a thing for tall men who took really good care of themselves. Dark hair was also a thing I found attractive in the opposite sex. The playboy next door possessed everything I physically required in a sexual partner. A thing I had no time for, especially right now.

Too bad. I could instantly tell that he’d be a fun roll in the proverbial hay.

Forcing my mind from the man next door, I booted my laptop and logged in. Equipped with a global satellite internet system, it allowed me to stay in touch with my supervisor. Agent Matthews was my only point of contact for the mission. Checking in with him, I typed in my time of arrival. Thirteen hundred hours.

I frowned, thinking of the guy next door. Wasn’t it a bit early to be drinking it up with a bevy of beautiful women, but who was I to judge?

The rabbit, our name for the subject being watched, didn’t seem to be home. I typed an X by the time. That let Matthews know that there had yet to be any sightings of the elusive moneyman for the notorious New York City mafia.

Time to get into vacation garb and out of the stiff clothing I wore for work purposes. Going undercover would be fun for once. No stinky old car that no one would think twice about. No musty smelling apartment that would serve as a temporary shelter while I sat by some smudged window with binoculars for hours at a time.

Coco Bodu Hithi Resort would be the place I could call home for as long as Charles Smith did. The longer the better, in my opinion.

I was happy to stay away from Washington, D.C. for as long as possible. Stay away from the memories of breakups and broken dishes and my douche of an ex. The bastard.

Why was I attracted to muscle? And why did most men who possessed them lack a brain or personality? Paul had the arms of a gorilla. Too bad he had the personality of one too.

Was it really too much to ask for a gorgeous guy to be able to make conversation like a normal human being?

I thought not.

Of course, that attribute was only important for someone I wanted to spend more than a night with. Most men didn’t fit that bill. The playboy next door probably wouldn’t either.

But could one night hurt? Two at the most?

My fingers itched to run over the lean muscles of his back as he pumped in and out of me, his thick cock making me…

Stop it!

Summer in paradise had to be respected, and I couldn’t screw this assignment up by screwing around. Three other women and one overly feminine man had vied for this coveted position. Agent Matthews went to bat for me, and I had to prove that my mentor’s trust in me was well placed. They needed to know I could be counted on. That I wasn’t easily distracted.

I wondered what color Playboy’s eyes were?

Focus!

But it seemed that my mind was currently being ruled by my vagina, because I couldn’t get him out of my head. He was a gorgeous specimen of man, and when that black bikini top flew through the air and hit him in the side of the face it cemented the other type of man I usually fell for — bad boys. Yeah. My neighbor ticked all my carnal boxes.

My cell rang, and I practically leapt at it, ready for anything to keep my mind where it needed to be. “Agent Anderson.”

Matthews’s gruff voice was immediately familiar. “No sight of the rabbit, I see.”

“That’s right. I’m about to change and make my way to the local bars and eateries the island has to offer. Listen in on what people do for entertainment around here. I should find our rabbit in no time. This place is small.” I kicked off my shoes, heading to the bedroom where my bags were taken.

“Listen to me, Anderson. Do not approach the rabbit. Although he is no physical threat to you, he can call others in who are. He can do that without you becoming aware until it’s too late. Got me?”

“Yes, sir.”

Matthews could be overprotective at times. I looked at him as one might look at an older uncle. He let me have my wings but watched over me like a hawk while I flew. I could count on him and respected his advice.

“Good. Keep it above board at all times. No mishaps. When these guys are involved, we can’t have anything go wrong. Over.”

“Over.” I put the cell down on the nightstand.

Opening my bag, I took out a few things to keep handy. My binoculars, notebook, mechanical pencil. Padding over to the living area of the bungalow, I placed them on the table and went back to the bedroom.

As I unbuttoned the top three buttons of my shirt, a knock sounded on my door. I tensed immediately, my radar alert.

Who could be stopping by?

Picking up the gun still packed away from the flight, I held it to my side as I crept to the side of the door, listening for anything out of place. “Yes, may I help you?”

The voice was deep, smooth, yet cheery. “Hi, welcome wagon here.”

The door had no peephole, but a window made it easy to see who had decided to come calling. Dammit.

The wet dream from next door stood on the other side, bottle of bubbly in hand. A strong hand that looked as if he could wrap it around my waist and lift me up while he…

Stop it!

I cleared my throat and my head. “Your name?”

“Zane.”

I tucked the gun in the small of my back, tugging out the shirt to conceal it. “I need a little more than that to open my door.”

“Zane Boyd. I’m in the bungalow next door. I wanted to say hi. You know, welcome you to the island?”

I pressed my forehead to the wall. Seriously? Why couldn’t I have one of those chubby, balding older neighbors who wore speedos to cover their minuscule dick? Instead of broad chest, muscular arms, toned stomach with just enough hair to trail down to…

Damn I was screwed.

You wish.

Mustering my professionalism, I opened the door, and forced a tight smile on my face. “Hello.”

“Hi.” Dear Jesus Lord, even his teeth were perfect. “I brought you a little welcome gift.” He presented the bottle of champagne as if I were royalty.

He’d changed. A pair of sensible khaki shorts, a pale green button-down with the sleeves rolled up a quarter. Biceps suitably hugged, top three buttons undone to allow glimpses of magnificent pecs.

“Thanks, but I have some. I believe it’s complimentary with the room.” My smile didn’t change. It was a practiced fuck off smile, but he didn’t appear to be affected by my chilly reception.

One hand moved up and pulled away the dark glasses, revealing gorgeous sea green eyes. “One can never have too much.”

Those eyes were like beacons that were calling me in. Come to me, Sloane. It’s safe here.

But I wasn’t safe with him, and I had a job to do. The man would be a distraction, but only if I allowed that.

Squaring my shoulders, I remained centered in the door, blocking his passage.

He looked past me. “Can I come in?”

“I don’t know you.”

A brow arched. “Are you alone?

Could he be with the rabbit? Could the muscle-bound man be the rabbits’s bodyguard come to check me out? Charles Smith was a small man in stature. He may have been traveling with a guard. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibilities.

I studied him more closely. “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name.”

“Zane Boyd.”

I leaned onto the doorjam. “From?”

“Scranton, Pennsylvania.” He shifted his weight, all two-twenty or so of it. All muscle, no fat that I could see. He was a beast. “And you?”

I ignored his question. “Here on vacation?”

He nodded. It made his hair fall across his left eye and he flipped it back with a gesture that appeared to be a normal as breathing. “And you?” He frowned, the question apparently taking him off guard. Maybe he wasn’t as dumb as I’d hoped he was.

“Of course. Who isn’t here on vacation?” I ran my eyes up and down him, finding no bulges that might hide a concealed weapon, but I’d need to see his back to be sure. I pointedly looked over his shoulder, and hoped he’d turn to see what I was looking at.

In the few seconds I had, I looked for any bulges there too. I relaxed a little, having confirmed that there was no gun in sight. He was probably clean. Most likely a man on the prowl. A man I should stay away from. A man who could handle me like a rag doll, lift me up high. Maybe toss me over his shoulder and do God only knew what to me.

I broke into a sweat and waved a hand in front of my face to give myself a much needed breeze.

“Hot?”

Very.

“I’m not used to such warm temperatures.” I lowered my hand, giving myself a mental shake. I needed to get rid of him and get to work.

I had a job to do. A man to find and keep under my watchful eye. This guy was a dangerous distraction.

The last thing I needed was a man. Especially a tall, tanned, and hot as hell man. I had to remember why I was in Maldives in the first place. Work, not play. I was to pretend to be on vacation, but I was not on vacation.

He put the bottle behind his back, rocking on his bare heels. “Are you married?”

“No. You?”

Shit.

I was talking like we were in some singles bar. I had to turn this around and fast. But how?

“No, I’m not married.” He smiled, and I went weak in the knees, holding the doorframe to keep that a secret. “I’m not dating anyone seriously either. Single to the bone. You?”

Me? Well, I was fired if I couldn’t pull myself out from under the spell the sexy son of a bitch was trying to cast on me.

Time to regroup. Time to FBI up.

I kept my gaze steady, not answering his question. “Excuse me for being rude, but I really must—”

“Would you like to join me for a drink?”

Yes, I would.

“No, thank you.” I used my Agent Anderson voice. Stern, hard, no-nonsense.

There, that was dealt with. There would be no fraternizing with the sexy neighbor.






CHAPTER THREE

Zane

“No?”

I couldn’t understand why she was acting so cold. She was clearly attracted to me. She didn’t answer the question about being in a relationship, but why would she be in paradise alone if she was?

“Glad to see that all those giggles from the girls at your place hasn’t affected your hearing.” She put her hand on her hip, and I got it. I understood the animosity. This wasn’t the type of woman who put up with shit like that.

Feeling instantly defeated, I nearly turned to leave, but couldn’t make myself walk away. This woman was the big fish I wanted. Of course, she wouldn’t be easy to reel in. “It’s just a drink. Didn’t you come here to relax?”

She sighed and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I did, and I’ll do so on my own terms. Right now, I have jet lag and I also need to change, unpack, and settle in. I appreciate the invitation though. Have a good day.”

“I can help. Besides, champagne cures all ills and reduces the boredom of unpacking.”

Did a small smile play at her mouth?

I decided to tackle the elephant in the room. “I know you must think I’m a lothario. I know you saw those girls at my place.”

“Yes, I did.” She looked pointedly at the watch on her slim wrist. “Less than a half hour ago, in fact. I’m not judging you for it, but I’m also not interested in joining your harem either.”

“Harem?” She was funny, and every second I spent in her company, I liked her more. “You’re way off. Come on, let’s go have a drink and get to know one another. I’m not the kind of man that little scene made me appear to be. Just like I’m sure you’re not really the woman you appear to be right now.”

She blinked, her lips formed a straight line, and her left brow arched. “And how do I appear, Mr. Boyd?”

“Uptight.”

Her jaw clenched, and she shifted her weight, making the top of her lacy white bra peek out from her shirt.

Poor choice of words, Zane. Way to go.

“Uptight, huh?”

I held up the peace sign. “Okay, let’s start over, shall we? I can see we’ve started out on the wrong foot.” I held out my hand to shake hers. “Hello, I’m Zane Boyd, your next-door neighbor. And you are?”

She exhaled a long breath and shook my hand. “I’m Sloane Anderson. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Boyd.”

“Please call me Zane. Where are you from, Sloane?” I held her hand for a bit, keeping the shake going. Her hand felt good in mine. It felt right. And there was a current that seemed to pass from her to me. I watched her closely, wanting to know if she felt the same.

She licked her lips. “Queens, New York.” The words were like a soft escape of air. She blinked, then looked at our hands before pulling hers away from mine.

Yeah, she felt it too.

I stuffed my hand in my pocket so I wouldn’t reach for her again. “Are you here alone?”

Her eyes narrowed, and I wondered where I was landing on her creep radar. I could feel myself being pushy, but I was fascinated by her and really wanted to know.

“Yes. I prefer to travel alone. That way I can meet new people.” She nearly smiled at me then seemed to catch herself and held her stoic expression.

“So, you’re here to meet new people. I’m a new person who happens to enjoy meeting new people too. Can I be your first new friend in paradise?”

There was a long pause, and I wasn’t sure if I should be hopeful or preparing for rejection. And I wasn’t sure why I cared so damn much. What I did know was that my lungs were starting to burn from holding my breath.

“Sure.”

The air left me in a rush. “Terrific.”

With one step backward, she gestured for me to come inside. “You’ll have to give me a few minutes to change.”

Moving past her, I caught her unique scent and inhaled deeply. “Take your time. Island time moves a lot slower than it does on the mainland, and I know I caught you off guard.”

Her gaze fell to my feet before crawling back up. When our eyes met again, I felt pretty secure about how things would play out. She was as interested in me as I was in her. Maybe she wouldn’t be so hard to catch after all. But then again, I kind of hoped she would be. I was enjoying the challenge.

Releasing a long sigh, she turned to walk into the living area. “I do need to relax, and I apologize for being rude earlier.” The first hint of a real smile appeared, and it was stunning. “Make yourself at home. I’ll just be a minute.”

I was still reeling from the smile and imagining ways to be blessed with more of them when I realized she was looking at me expectedly. “No apologies needed. I’ll be right here whenever you’re ready.”

I watched her walk through the double doors to the bedroom. Without looking at me, she closed them and the blinds that covered them. The bungalows were all set up the same way. The bedroom was just behind the living room, separated by sliding glass doors. That way you could lay in bed and look out at the beautiful Indian Ocean through the expansive glass.

I wondered how long it would take for the two of us to be cuddled up in one of our beds and watching the sun set over the water. I hoped not too long. I couldn’t ignore the strong attraction I had for her. And I had to admit, I found her interesting as well.

Walking to the doors that led out onto the deck, I stopped when I saw something curious on the table. A set of binoculars, a notepad, and pencil.

Very curious indeed. A bird watcher? Why have these unpacked before anything else?

Before I could investigate further, she reappeared. “I forgot that I left my bag out here.” She gave me a puzzled look. “You okay?”

I sat down the bottle of champagne and stuffed my hands in my pockets. Noticing the one piece of luggage, I used that as an excuse. “Absolutely. Just couldn’t help but notice that you only have one bag. Does that mean you won’t be staying long?”

She licked her lips and pushed a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Yeah. I travel light.”

“You’re a rare breed of woman, then,” I teased.

A small smile played on one corner of her lovely mouth. “I guess I’m not your typical woman. I’ll be dressed shortly.” She spun on her heel and went back into the room with her one bag in tow.

One bag? What kind of woman is she?

Sloane was becoming more and more intriguing with each passing moment. And I was growing eager to get to know everything about her. Maybe after a few drinks, she’d join me for dinner if I played my cards right.

I wasn’t fool enough to think I’d get a woman like her into bed that very night. It was evident that she wasn’t the type who played life like that. No, I’d have to go slow and easy with Sloane.

Eyeing the binoculars once more, I picked them up and walked onto the deck. Holding them to my eyes, I looked around a bit. Bathing beauties to the right and some guys playing in the water to the left. Maybe the woman was a voyeur.

That would be weird.

“I’m ready.”

I turned around to find her wearing a little white sundress and sandals. While simple in design, it made her look gorgeous. “Wow, you look beautiful.”

I was surprised when the tiniest hint of pink stained her cheeks. “No need to exaggerate.”

The blush she wore changed her completely, making her look demure and sweet. The exact opposite of the woman who’d answered the door. There were many layers to her, I wanted to know them all. Beginning with the need for binoculars.

“I’m not exaggerating. You’re stunning in a natural way that’s refreshing. I’ll be the envy of all the men at the bar.” I set the binoculars back down on the table where I found them. “I guess you came prepared to watch the beachgoers. Men use these things to look at unsuspecting women. Are you more into looking at men rather than interacting with them?”

The pink in her cheeks drained away and all amusement left her features. “You couldn’t be more wrong. I’m sure you noticed the pen and paper too?”

“Hard to miss.” I chuckled as I ran my fingers over the paper. “I thought you might be jotting down the nicknames you give the men you spy on.”

“I use the binoculars to spot dolphins, not men. And I try to find out what pod they belong to and jot that down. It’s a little hobby of mine.” Her brow lifted as her hand moved to her hip. “But your immediate assumption that I’m a Peeping Tom is bothersome. Maybe it’s best if I stay here and dolphin watch after all.”

I pissed her off. I was getting good at that, even though it hadn’t been my intention. “Sorry. I joke when I’m nervous.”

She lifted a brow. “Why are you nervous?”

It was a good question. I didn’t have a good answer, so I gave her an honest one. “I don’t know.”

One corner of her mouth lifted into a smirk so sexy I wanted to lick it off her face. She knew what she was doing to me, that much was clear. “It’s nice to get an honest answer from you.”

“What are you? A human lie detector?”

The smirk grew into a smile that sucked all the oxygen from the room. “What? First I’m a nasty little spy then a lie detector? You sure do know how to woo a lady.”

“I never said a nasty little spy, Sloane. I’m sorry. I really am. Let’s put that behind us. Start over again.”

The smile fell away, and the silence stretched between us for so long, I was certain she was about to kick me out. Then she softened. “Just don’t do something stupid like re-introduce yourself all over again. Let’s move forward.” She grabbed her purse and headed out of the door, waiting until I’d joined her on the deck to lock the door.

She had me flustered, that was for sure. I’d never met a woman who could do that to me. I was a smooth dude with all the right moves. But with her, I was a dolt who blurted out inappropriate things.

I had to get myself under control.

After she tucked away her key, I placed a hand at the small of her back, careful not to be inappropriate. “The island has about anything you could want,” I offered, pointing toward the main building. “Their workout facilities are impressive. I workout every morning if you’d like to join me.”

She slid a look my way. “I normally workout in the evenings, but mornings might not be bad, if it isn’t too early. I don’t plan on setting an alarm while on vacation.”

I could be her alarm. I’d wake her up with my tongue on her clit, my fingers working deep inside her.

My cock twitched, and I forced my mind back to neutral territory. “I don’t have a set time either. We can play it by ear.”

She shot me a genuine-looking smile. “Sounds fun. You and I might end up being friends after all.”

I wanted to be more than just her friend, but I’d take what I could get for the time being.

After all, fishing took patience, and so far, I’d managed to get the bait into the water. Now, all I had to do was wait for her to bite.






CHAPTER FOUR

Sloane

Fresh ocean air moved in lazy breezes all around us as we walked on the sandy beach. Calm vibes made it hard not to fall into vacation mode. The sexy man who had his hand at my back made it even harder to focus on what I was here to do.

Zane led me to the nearest bar on the island, pulling out a chair for me at a small table. “Thank you.” The structure was a grass hut featuring typical island motif. The bar was covered in freshly cut, vibrantly colored flowers, small tables for two haphazardly placed around the oasis. I took a deep breath, taking in the fresh aromas that were so prevalent. “This is nice.”

He took the seat across from me and pulled his dark shades up, leaving them on top of his head. It was hard not to appreciate the hotness that was Zane Boyd. A dreamy expression made him appear almost like a movie star. “It is nice here. And now that you’ve arrived, it’s even nicer.” He leaned forward, moving one hand across the bamboo surface. His fingertips just touched mine as he smiled. “You already look more relaxed.”

I was glad that I appeared that way, but in truth, I was on edge. But not for the right reasons. I was attempting to appear nonchalant while scanning the crowd around me, searching for my target. At the same time, I was becoming aroused by the way Zane’s fingers barely touched mine. I’d heard of electrical zings between two people but had never experienced it myself. I was experiencing it now, and it was distracting. As was the gentle breeze stirring a few strands of his dark hair, sending the scent my way. Citrus, sunshine, ocean water, and something that was distinctly just him wafted past my nose. Maybe he was wearing some kind of cologne with pheromones in it. Whatever it was, it was powerful stuff.

I smiled at Zane and was secretly pleased at how his pupils flared at the gesture. He was into me, that much was certain, but what I hadn’t considered was how his desire could benefit me too.

If I were alone, I’d stick out like a sore thumb, and the rabbit would get wise to me quickly. Charles Smith was no fool. At least from what the report on him said. He was fifty-two and topped out at a below average five-five. Longish white hair was one of his most prominent features, and he wore glasses more often than not over pale blue eyes. His most distinct feature was a tattoo on his right forearm. Four dogs playing poker would be my sign that I’d found the correct man.

The waiter came to us with a huge smile on his face and made a little bow. “Mr. Zane, you’re back.” Then his eyes fell on me. “And you are new to our beautiful island. I am Mushan.”

“Hello, Mushan. I’m Sloane. It’s nice to meet you.” I extended my hand to shake his. He took it and placed a kiss on top of it instead.

“Miss Sloane, it is a pleasure to meet a beautiful woman like yourself.”

Mushan released my hand as a frowning Zane took his attention. “We’ll start with a couple of Mai Tais.”

I immediately bristled. “I can order for myself. Thank you though.” A breeze whipped my hair into my face, and I tucked the strands behind my ear. “A virgin strawberry daiquiri for me please.”

With a bow, he was off to fetch our drinks as Zane smiled, his eyes once again scanning my features. “I like a woman who knows what she wants.”

“Really. I was under the impression you preferred bobbleheads. You know, those who do whatever you want.”

His eyes dropped to my lips, causing something inside me to quiver. When he scooted his chair around the side of the table, moving closer to me, heat coursed through my body. He had such an effect on me. No one had ever turned me on this much, especially on such short acquaintance. I wasn’t even certain what it was. His body, sure. But there was something else too. His voice was smooth, deep with low tones that seemed to vibrate through me. The kind of voice you imagined waking up to, the kind that you wanted to talk dirty as you made hot, passionate love all day and night.

I lifted my hair off my neck, trying to cool the flame this man was stoking inside of me. The smile that slipped over his perfectly full lips told me he was well aware of how much he affected me. “I think a woman who knows what she wants is sexy as hell.”

His eyes were drawing me in. Hypnotizing me with the sea green irises that glistened with golden flecks. “You do?”

The wind blew a lock of his dark wavy hair onto his forehead, and I reached up to push it back into place. He took me by the wrist before I could touch it. “I find that aspect of you as attractive as I find your body.”

I pressed my thighs together. “You do?”

He nodded and leaned in, his hand sliding provocatively up my arm until it was resting on the back of my neck, holding me still as he moved in a little bit more. “I think you’re the most fascinating woman I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting, Sloane.”

This was just for show, I tried telling myself. This was just me acting like part of a couple in case my rabbit was nearby.

That was a lie. I wanted this. Wanted him.

“What do you find fascinating?” I managed to ask, allowing the seduction to pull me in. Just for show.

The space between us grew smaller, and the tiny hairs on my body stood straight up as I waited for the sensations I was sure he’d stir inside me. “Let me show you.”

“Here we go, one virgin strawberry daiquiri for my new friend, Miss Sloane, and one Mai Tai for my old friend, Mr. Zane.” Mushan had broken the spell, stealing our moment, and bringing me back to planet Earth.

Zane and I slowly broke apart and looked at the man who’d robbed us of our first kiss. Then Zane blew out a breath and picked up his drink. “Thank you, Mushan.”

I released the breath I’d been holding too, then wrapped my hands around the wonderfully cold drink. I took a sip and forced a smile. “Yes, thank you. It’s delicious.”

Mushan frowned. “Are you too warm, Miss Sloane? Your face is very flushed.”

Was it too late to throw myself into the ocean?

Mushan hurried to climb onto a chair and pulled a string that brought an enormous ceiling fan roaring to life. He looked at me for approval, and I smiled my thanks, not trusting my mouth to speak.

Zane was grinning like a fool. “Isn’t he helpful? You were looking flushed.”

I took another sip and glanced around the room, looking for any newcomers I could inspect. “Very. I’m not yet used to the tropical weather.”

Heat still had my skin prickling as Zane ran his fingers lightly from my knee up my thigh. Playing with the hem of my short sundress, he said, “Blue, like a cloudless morning.”

My attention snapped back to him. “Huh?”

“Your eyes. They’re blue, like a cloudless morning sky. Your skin is creamy and smooth. Like it’s never seen a single flaw.”

He was a master of seduction, and I was once again falling under his spell. This needed to stop.

“How many women have you said that to today?” I began ticking off my fingers. “Let’s see, there were three naked women at your bungalow not long ago. Now me. Any more I might have missed?”

He laughed and sat back in his chair, his hand moving away from my thigh to rest on the table. It took all of my training not to look disappointed or relieved.

“I wish you hadn’t witnessed that,” he said, lifting his drink to his lips. “If you want me to leave you alone, I understand.”

That surprised me.

First, that he even cared about my opinion of him. And second, at how panicked it made me to think of him leaving.

For strictly professional reasons, of course.

I had a job to do. Now Zane was part of that job, as my cover. If I moved forward with using him, I would have to keep him on a short leash. But I did want to keep him. He’d make things so much easier for me.

As a couple, we could follow the rabbit if he went on a moonlit stroll along the beach. Zane and I would look like all the other lovers dotting the shoreline each night. Just another couple, holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes adoringly.

Just like we were doing now.

Only, I wasn’t aware of anyone else. Just Zane. Him and his sexy eyes. Thick, dark lashes surrounded those unique green irises. Mine wandered over his handsome face, noticing how remarkably straight his nose was, and how it ended a finger’s width before his lips began. The way his juicy lips parted as if they were itching to kiss mine drew my attention.

I lifted my glass. “Clean slate, okay?”

He smiled and clicked his drink against mine. “Clean slate.”

There was another plus to having Zane as my cover. With him nearby, I’d have to hone my skills, and as a rookie, he could prove to be valuable practice for me. I’d be able to enhance my ability to maintain two roles while under pressure as well as better track my stories and lies. We received a tremendous amount of training, but being in the classroom and in the field were two very different animals.

Taking a deep breath, I smiled at him while also easing back in my chair, forcing my eyes to leave the majesty that was his face. I looked over his shoulder at the other patrons in the bar, observing, watching with a casual air.

When I met his eyes again, he was gazing at me with that sexy little smirk on his face. I needed to take him into safer territory. “So, what is it that people do around here for fun?”

“The list is long. I can show you a lot better than tell you.” He leaned back in his chair too. The gap between us grew, but the attraction didn’t fade with the great proximity.

The button-down shirt he wore gaped a bit, giving me a glimpse of one of those perfect pecs I knew were lurking under there. The memory of seeing the man in only his board shorts came into my mind. Something inside of me stirred, wanting to know how it would feel to run my hands all over his muscles.

“I wouldn’t want to get in your way of what you’ve been doing.” I leveled my eyes on his. “You know, conquering all the eligible females on this island.”

He smirked, a lopsided, impish grin that I wanted to bite. “Hey, I thought we had a clean slate here.”

I laughed. “You’re right.” I scanned the bar again, barely reacting when a white-haired man walked inside. I put my concentration back on Zane. “Do you forgive me?”

I licked my lips and smiled, leaning closer to him. Just behind Zane’s right ear, I spotted the man again, a taller blonde who appeared Amazonian in contrast to his much shorter stature was on his arm.

Zane was tracing my hand with his finger. “Of course I forgive you.”

I leaned closer, lowering my eyes as the couple walked by our table.

Dogs playing poker tattoo was prominently displayed on the man’s arm.

Bingo.

I linked my fingers with Zane’s. My smile was genuine this time. He smiled back, those green orbs growing darker as his pupils flared with desire.

I’d found my rabbit. Now I just needed to avoid being ensnared by the green-eyed trap of my own making.






CHAPTER FIVE

Zane

I’d been the one wanting to fish, so why did I feel like the one circling the bait?

Jesus, this woman did things to me. Crazy, erotic things that went beyond sexual.

At first, the goal was to get her into my bed. Now, it was to get her to smile.

I was becoming addicted to that flash of teeth. The little dimple on her right cheek. The way her eyes smiled too. It was a full-face affair that I didn’t think she bestowed enough.

Leaning in close, I played with a lock of her hair. “You know something?”

She lifted a brow. “What’s that?”

“We should just get this first kiss out of the way and all this awkwardness will disappear.” Dropping her hair to take her chin, I ran the pad of my thumb over her lower lip. It quivered and my cock pulsed in response.

Oh, the things I could make quiver on her.

“Are you feeling awkward? You appear to be the same cocky playboy I met less than an hour ago.”

Ouch.

“Clean slate,” I reminded her. “And it was your awkwardness I was thinking of. You keep looking around the room, not meeting my eyes.”

“I like to people watch.”

I looked over at a table a few feet away. “Like those people?”

She leaned back in her chair and did a casual scan over her shoulder. “Poker dude?”

I laughed. “Exactly. You’re very observant.”

She pushed her hair back as a gust of wind blew it in all directions. I liked the wild way it looked. Sort of like how she might appear with it splayed out over a pillow after a nice tousle in the sheets.

“Like I said, I like to people watch. I find them fascinating.”

I smirked. “Hence the binoculars?”

She scowled, but the look was good-natured. “People watch, not people stalk. Those are for our finned friends, remember?”

“Uh huh, so you say.”

She sipped her drink again, blue eyes shining with mischief. “So I did.”

Enjoying her playful mood, I leaned in conspiratorially. “Think I’d look good with Colonel Sander’s kind of ink?”

She glanced over at the other couple’s table again. “Yes! I absolutely think you need that exact same tat…” she reached out and tapped me on the forehead, “right there.”

“Now, you’re just being mean. I think you should give me a kiss as an apology.”

There was a long moment of silence, then she crooked her finger at me. Like a caught trout, she reeled me closer until her hands were on my cheeks. “You’re right,” she said, pulling my face closer to hers. “I’m sorry.” Then she kissed me right on the center of my forehead.

I exhaled a breath. “You are an evil woman.”

She leaned back in her chair, that sexy smirk reappearing. “Still want to get to know me better?”

Biblically. Intimately. I want to know every cell in your body.

“Yeah.”

“Why the flying penguins?”

I blinked. What the total fuck? “Um…”

She laughed and tapped me over the heart. “The dove tattoos. Why did you choose them?”

“For my grandparents. I’d never really experienced loss before they died, just days apart from one another. At their funeral, doves were released. I…” I lifted a shoulder, unsure how to go on.

“Kept them as an eternal memory?” Sloane offered.

She got me. “Yes.”

Like most women, she couldn’t help but reach out and run her hand over it. She hesitated before actually touching me. “May I?”

“Of course.”

Her hand was soft as she caressed my ink stained skin. “I would have expected something tribal or more warriorlike. This is simple but gorgeous.”

“I think there’s enough war on our planet.”

Her expression softened. “Make love, not war? It appears you’re doing your part to fulfill the wish of that motto.”

“Clean slate,” I reminded her but shoved my sleeves up so she could examine the see no evil, hear no evil, say no evil triad on my right arm as well as the warrior she expected on my left.

Her finger traced over the lines. “Such contradictions,” she murmured. “Unexpected.”

Time seemed to slow as she touched my skin, her scent surrounding me. “So… no gambling canines?” I asked to break the tension.

She began to move her hand away, but I closed mine over hers. She didn’t resist, just stared down at where our fingers linked. “No.” She looked serious now. “Continue to choose the symbols that speak to you.”

She picked up her drink but only took a small sip. Since we seemed to be in a serious place, I decided to ask the question I’d been curious about since she ordered. “Do you always avoid alcohol? If so, I’ll remove the champagne I brought to your room.”

“I don’t drink when I work.” Her eyes widened just a bit. If I hadn’t been watching her closely, I would have missed it. “I mean…” She cleared her throat but seemed to be searching for an explanation.”

“Dolphin watching?” I offered, giving her an escape. What was she hiding?

She recovered quickly, giving a soft, embarrassed laugh but didn’t confirm or deny my guess. “Sorry, I think I’m tired from the trip. It’s been a while since I’ve taken any time off.”

I waggled my eyebrows at her, hoping she’d continue to laugh. “I have several ideas on ways to help you relax.”

She rolled her eyes but was still smiling. “I’m sure you do. But to answer your initial question, I do enjoy champagne and wine. I also enjoy pale beer. When I go to a baseball game or watch football on television, eat pizza or barbeque, it’s usually beer that I prefer.”

“Beer? Sports? Pizza? I think I love you.”

She laughed again. It was light, airy, and freaking magical. Not one hint of a silly-ass giggle in it. She sighed, and I found that sound arousing.

Everything she did was arousing.

Tracing the outline of her hand with my fingertip, the romantic island music playing filtered in and I asked, “How about we trip the light fantastic, Sloane? Get the blood stirring before we settle down for that glass of wine?”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. I don’t dance.”

I stood up and held out my hand. “Come on. Just one.”

She shook her head and made stop signs with her hands, but I wasn’t taking no for an answer. The pretty lady needed my help desperately. She just hadn’t realized it yet.

“You don’t dance yet. You see, I’m going to teach you. That way you can say that you learned to dance while you vacationed in Maldives. It’ll be a cute story you can tell our grandkids one day.”

The way she eyed me made goosebumps pop up in a place that didn’t happen too often. “You think you’re smooth, Zane, but this little dance won’t be a thing I tell anyone’s grandkids about. And neither will you.” I just stood there, hand held out until she rolled her eyes and sighed, then laced her fingers with mine and stood. “At least my sandals are light and won’t hurt your feet too badly when I step on them.”

I pulled her against my chest and pressed my lips to her ear. “Stop talking. Let’s just move.”

And move she did, following along just fine. Up until the time I turned her around, and she left her feet right where they were. I nearly crushed her little toes. She laughed. “I told you so.”

“No, you said you’d crush mine. This was quite the opposite.” I grinned and pulled her back against me. Although many inches shorter than me, her body fit the curves and valleys of mine perfectly. “Let’s start again. I’ll move our clasped hands when I’m taking a step to let you know what’s going to happen.” I bent and pressed my forehead against hers. “You will be a dancer before you leave me.”

She shook her head and smiled. “Will I now, Fred? Okay, you’ll move your hand, and I’ll move my feet. Let’s try this again.”

I took tiny steps to make sure I wouldn’t step on her, and she watched our feet as we went. After I allowed her to do that for one song, I made her look up. The song was slow, perfect for holding her close. “You can rest your head on my shoulder while we move back and forth. Just slide your feet alongside mine.”

Her eyes were wary. “Um. Well. I…”

Pulling her to me, I felt her heart pounding. “It’ll be okay, Sloane. We’re just dancing. After this, I’ll buy you a glass of wine. Then maybe we’ll head to the spa. You can get a mani-pedi while I watch.”

She looked up at me through long lashes. “Is that what you’re into, Zane? Watching?”

“I like to watch a thing or two. A few things come to mind where you’re concerned, but they’re a bit on the naughty side. I should probably keep them to myself for now.”

She nuzzled my shoulder and ran her hand up to rest on my bicep. “Do you have that much patience?”

Giving her a little squeeze, I picked her up and spun around. “With you, I think I can wait for all that.” She slid down my body until her feet were on the floor again. “I’d like to get to know you first.”

Pink lips quirked to one side. “You say that as if it’s a certainty.”

I gave her a lopsided grin right back. “You say that as if it’s not.”

She laid her head back down on my shoulder and ran her hand down to rest on my ass. “Nothing is certain, Zane.” Then her hand came up my back and stayed in an appropriate area.

That was okay. I could deal with that. The woman wasn’t going to be easy. I could see that. I could respect that. And I thought I could handle that.

But that dance was something else. Our bodies curved together like we were two pieces of a puzzle. Her hand fit in mine as if we were cut from the same cloth.

The smell of her hair took me away as I nuzzled my nose in the soft strands. Flowers, some vanilla, and maybe even a touch of tapioca pudding made up the enticing aroma. Sloane was a rare woman, and I was lucky to have gotten to her before any other man had.

As I looked around, I saw men eyeing her. A few looked envious of me. More than a few looked cockily at her, waiting for me to leave her alone for a brief moment so they could steal her away.

Not a chance, boys. She’s all mine.

When the song ended, neither of us seemed to want to let the other go, and no way in hell would I be the one to let go first. She sighed and pulled away. “I’d love a glass of wine now.”

Not letting her hand go, I led her back to the table. “I’ll find us a good bottle.” Pulling her chair out, she took her seat. We both seemed to be in a bit of a daze. “Now, don’t you go running off on me.”

That sly smile was back. “Not a chance. And try not to run off with any of the random women who’re hovering around the bar, waiting to take you away from me.”

I made my way to the bar and watched various men’s eyes go toward my girl.

Listen to me. My girl.

But that was how I was already thinking. Any man would find me standing in his way if he made a move on Sloane. As ridiculous as it might seem, I knew she was special. Even though we’d only talked a little to one another, I knew there was something about her. Something I wanted to explore much further.

And I thought she might like to explore things further with me too.






CHAPTER SIX

Sloane

With a fresh Mai Tai in one hand and a dark red wine in the other, Zane came back to me, just as my rabbit and his date were getting up and walking away from the little bar.

I needed to follow them, using Zane as my cover. It was time to do a little fancy footwork myself as he approached me with a sexy smile on his handsome face. “For my lady.” He placed the drink in my hand, and I stood, making that smile turn upside down. “Leaving?”

Placing my hand in the crook of his arm, I shook my head. “How about we enjoy these outside? I need to stretch my legs a bit more after the long flight.”

“Let’s go.” He began to lead me the wrong direction.

Stopping him, I found something that looked interesting in the other direction. “Isn’t that tree oddly shaped? Let’s go this way.”

He shrugged. “Any way you want, baby.”

It was evident I could lead him around for a while. Eventually, though, if I wanted to keep using him, I’d have to give in to him. Not that it would upset me one bit. But the idea of hurting the man when I ditched him was a little upsetting.

A salty breeze took my senses to new heights. The way the waves gently washed ashore made the scene picturesque, and it was hard to keep in mind that I was not on vacation in the island paradise. I cut my eyes to make sure Smith was still in front of us.

“That speedboat ride from the airport was something else, huh?” I sipped my wine, waiting for his take on the thrilling ride that brought everyone to the island.

“I thought it was fun.” He let my hand go to move his arm around my waist, pulling me close. “Maybe we should take a ride tomorrow.”

I liked the fact he was trying to set up a date for the next day. But I knew I had to play hard to get, at least a bit. “Tomorrow? I don’t know.”

His chuckle was deep, smooth, and confident. “Okay. Here’s the part where you and I get to know one another. That way you won’t feel like you’re hanging out with a stranger all the time. I’ll let you go first. What is this job you’ve been working so hard on?”

I already had my cover drilled into my brain.

“I’m a freelance photojournalist. I’ve been working in Afghanistan for the last six months.” It was my usual cover that came complete with a website to make it believable. “My equipment was shipped home to Queens, and I got on a flight to paradise so I could forget about the hell I had to live in for half a year.”

He had stopped walking and looked at me, mouth nearly agape. “Shit. That’s dangerous as hell. Wow.”

I got us started walking again, keeping Smith in my sights. “Yes, it was pretty intense at times, and I’d rather not talk much about that if you don’t mind. I saw more than I cared to. I’d like to think nothing more about it all and just relax.”

He stopped again and turned me in his arms. “I won’t bring it up at all. I get it. You’re remarkable. I bet you hear that all the time though.”

He was wrong. All I seemed to hear lately was how much harder I needed to work, that good wasn’t enough. The pressure to survive being a rookie in the FBI was incredible. “Nah, you’re the first.” I playfully hit him in the chest, my fist landing on the rock-hard surface.

Oh, those muscles.

He was such a fine specimen, it kept making me wish we’d met under normal circumstances, and I didn’t have to fill him full of shit about myself.

“So, you live in Queens, but you must travel a lot with your job.” He seemed excited about that as he let me go and took my hand.

“I do travel very often. I’m hardly ever home.” That part was true. I hardly ever got to my parents’ home in Queens. But my real apartment was in DC, a thing Zane couldn’t know.

“I travel often too.” He smiled at me as he gave me a sideways glance. “Maybe you and I could become travel buddies.”

“One never knows.” But I knew we could never be anything more than what we could fit into the days I was on the island.

A loud giggle caught my attention, and I looked ahead to see Smith and his girlfriend playing in the surf. Zane caught me staring. “Do you know them?”

I feigned ignorance. “Know who?”

He shook his head and kept walking. “Never mind.”

We walked farther down, and I spotted a sweet double swing. “Want to sit and enjoy the view.” My white-haired target was just within sight.

“Sure.”

As I settled into the cushions, I allowed myself a moment to take the environment in. It truly was beautiful. As was the man who had nestled me into the crook of his arm.

“What do you do when you aren’t living in paradise?”

His nose wrinkled. “I’m part of a candy company in Scranton, Pennsylvania.”

He wasn’t like any man I’d ever met. Ask a man a question about his job and be prepared to spend at least half an hour as he told you how the world wouldn’t be turning if it weren’t for his job. Or it might be how he was the hardest worker in his company, but no one saw that. Whichever way it went, it usually went on and on until I wanted to pull my gun out and shoot something.

I was sincerely curious now. “Do you like Scranton? Is your family from there?”

“Yeah.” That was it. One damn word.

“Yeah, you live there? Yeah, you like it? Yeah, your family lives there?” I was perplexed.

He lifted a shoulder and continued to stare out at the sea. “Yeah to all three. How about you? Do you like where you live? I mean, I know you’re hardly there. Is that because you hate it there or because you have a passion for taking pictures?”

“I’m hardly ever home because my work takes me away.” I wasn’t a naturally great photographer, and I’d had to work my ass off to get good enough for the cover to work. Being artistic was kind of hard to fake. Taking pics wasn’t a passion at all. But I had to act as if it was. “But I love my work. I’d take pictures even if no one paid me to do it. But I leave my equipment home when I take time off, on purpose. If I have my camera around, then I’ll go into that mode and never just relax. You know what I mean?”

“I got ya.” He took my empty glass from my hand, and set it beside his on the sand. “Looks like we’re in the perfect spot to watch the sunset.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Smith and his girl sitting on the sand. Most likely waiting to see the sunset too. “That sounds nice.”

Zane pulled me closer and our fingers wove together. “It’s really spectacular here. We’re so close to the equator, everything is bigger and better.”

That surge of electricity was back, and it made me smile and duck my head so he wouldn’t see how much he affected me.

My first impression of Zane was one of a womanizing jerk. He wasn’t being that with me. He was a charming man with a romantic side that I didn’t see coming.

It was going to be hard to keep things in perspective where he was concerned.

“You’re not like I thought you’d be, Zane Boyd.”

“Yeah, I bet. Sorry about that first impression. I must have looked like a dick.” He chuckled again, making my heart flip as I looked at him.

I turned my head to look out at the sun that was melting into the Indian Ocean. “I can see why people used to think the world was flat. It sure looks like it from here, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, it does. And have you ever seen the colors the sun and water make? God, it’s gorgeous.”

I wish I could’ve taken my eyes off him to see that, but I just couldn’t. He was the perfect man. Hot, sensual, and it seemed he had a bit of a sensitive side to him as well.

Damn, if I could be real with him, it’d be like hitting the jackpot.

But I couldn’t, so I turned my head and watched the sun paint the sky with a dazzling array of pinks and oranges. “Goodbye, sun,” I murmured as the last arc of the red globe disappeared.

Giving the rabbit one quick sideways glance, I found he was making out with his girl and had her flat on her back on the sand. With a scan of the area, I found a number of couples kissing as if the sunset had started fires in them all.

When my eyes came around to Zane, I found him looking at me, those sea green eyes exploring my face. “Hungry?”

I was starving.

For his attention. His touch. His…

I could get lost in those eyes. Zane’s arms could hold me forever. My lips ached to feel his pressed against them. Against my breasts, my…

I looked back to the ocean and closed my eyes as the breeze combined with the sounds of the night insects and animals, lulling me into a mystical trance. Or was it Zane’s proximity? Both?

It was hard to tell.

He was just a cover, I told myself.

“I’m not hungry.”

In one gentle motion, I was on his lap, and his hands were on my shoulders, kneading the tight muscles there. “You have to eat. You don’t want to waste away here, do you?”

The way he was massaging my shoulders was mind-altering. Like the best kind of drug. I was losing all hope of keeping my head straight with the man. He knew how to hit all the right buttons with me.

My shoulders were the gateway to my inner goddess. If he dared to kiss my neck, she’d be released and… who knew what would happen then. Maybe he’d be on his back on the sand, and I’d be devouring him for dinner.

I looked up and found him looking down at me. “You’re right. Where should we eat?”

He didn’t answer. He seemed frozen beneath me. All hard muscle and… oh.

I shifted, and he groaned as his cock hardened further under my ass. “Who are you?” he whispered.

My lips parted. Only one kiss. That was all I needed to get my head straight. He couldn’t be that good at everything, could he?

His lips came closer, and I licked mine in anticipation. Behind the roaring of blood in my ears, there was a giggle. No, many giggles. “Zane, is that you?”

He groaned as I turned to see the three beauties from earlier. I gave Zane a flat look. “Your harem is waiting, master.”

The spell had been broken.

Thankfully.






CHAPTER SEVEN

Zane

Talk about bad timing.

The girls’ giggles were like fingernails down the chalkboard of my brain as they came closer. Sloane tried to wiggle off my lap, but I held her to me. No way in hell was I letting her slip away.

The redhead, Satin, if I remembered correctly, had a huge smile plastered on her face. “Do we have a new girl joining the party?”

Sloane elbowed me in the gut, causing me to let go just enough for her to push away. She waved a hand in my direction. “No. He’s all yours, girls.”

Still gasping for breath, I leapt from the swing and caught Sloane by the shoulders. “No, I’m not all theirs.” I turned my attention to the girls. “This is my new friend, Sloane. She and I are going to dinner. Alone.”

With a jerk, Sloane shook my hands off and turned to face me with a scowl on her pretty face. Even that was cute. “Don’t let me ruin your fun. Please, feel free to go with your friends. I can find my own way home.”

Right on cue, I found the three women flocking around me. Bethany rubbed her tits against my arm as she wound her body around mine. “Come on, Zane. She doesn’t want to play with you, but we do.”

With a huff, Sloane turned and walked away. I hurried to peel the girls off me. “Ladies, I have other plans for tonight, and you three are kind of getting in the way. Sorry to ruin your plans, but I have to go.”

Dismay filled their expressions as I hurried after Sloane. Catching up to her, I draped my arm over her shoulders. “Way to leave me to the wolves.”

She snorted and shrugged away from my arm. Her pace quickened, and I found it utterly adorable.

Keeping up with her, I wasn’t about to let her get away. “You seem jealous.”

Sand flew through the air with her sudden stop, and my words earned me a glare. Even with eyes blazing, she was still sexy as hell. “Jealous? I don’t even know you. How could I be jealous?”

“I don’t know, but that’s what it looks like to me.” Her hair was blowing in her face, so I reached out to push it back, tucking it behind her ear. “You’re cute when you’re jealous, by the way.”

“Ughh!” She stomped her little foot. “I’m not jealous!”

“Just because you shout it, doesn’t make it true.” I slid my arm around her waist and pulled her to me so fast she didn’t have time to react. Her body, flush with mine, melted in my arms. Her lips parted as she looked up at me. “I think we should get this first kiss out of the way.”

Though her body language was telling me to go for it, her words were quite different. “If you dare kiss me right now, I’ll bite your tongue off. Now, let me go before I knee you in the nads.”

I let her go because if her knee was worse than her elbow, I’d be down for the count. “Can we clean slate again and go have dinner?”

She took in a deep breath but didn’t respond.

“Come on. We were ambushed back there. How was I to blame for that happening?”

Her shoulders relaxed, and she turned back to the sea. Her eyes widened for a moment as she looked up and down the beach. Then she stiffened further and stepped into my arms so suddenly it caught me by surprise. “You’re right. I overreacted.”

What was up with her?

She pressed her head to my chest as Colonel Sanders and his date passed by us. “Let’s get dinner brought to the bungalow,” the old dude said, patting the woman’s ass.

When they were gone, Sloane stepped away and pushed her hair back from her face. “I have to go. I’m feeling tired. I’m going to my room.”

What the fuck was going on?

I grabbed her arm. “Are you okay?”

Her smile was bright. Too bright. “Yes, of course. Thank you for a lovely evening.” She looked over my shoulder. “Good night.”

“What about dinner?”

She swallowed, her eyes meeting mine again. “I’ll just have something delivered.”

Sloane wasn’t getting rid of me that quickly. “Dinner for two?”

A smile played on her lips. “You don’t give up, do you?”

I cupped her cheek with my hand. “Not when it matters.”

“Okay. Just dinner.”

I held out my pinky. She fake glared at me and wrapped her pinky around mine before heading off in the same direction as the colonel.

Catching up quickly, I took her hand, and she let me, only giving me an you’re incorrigible sidelong look.

She had my wheels spinning, trying to figure her out. There was something she wasn’t telling me. It was pretty damn obvious she was keeping an eye on the couple we were walking behind.

Was she a photojournalist or a private detective?

I was beginning to think she was the latter.

But I knew better than to try to get anything out of her. If she was spying on them, she couldn’t tell me anyway. So, I’d keep quiet and keep an eye on them too.

Sloane reached out and took my hand just as the woman in front of her looked over her shoulder at us. She acted as if she hadn’t noticed as she turned her head and smiled at me. “What kind of food should we order, baby?”

Baby?

I’d play along. The more I thought about it, the more I was certain that she was a PI. Sloane Anderson, if that was indeed her real name, was on a case. My entire body was tingling with excitement.

I’d never had anything interest me so much in my entire life. I’d watch her watch them. I just wished she felt like she could let me in on her secret and let me help her with it.

I was itching to help her with it.

“Sushi, baby. You’ll love it. And some white wine, I think. Something light. It’s on the warm side tonight, you won’t want to get too full.” I let go of her hand to run my arm around her waist, nuzzling her neck. “We don’t want to let food get in our way, now do we?”

Her face went tense for the briefest of moments, then she softened. “No, we don’t want that.”

My suspicions were further confirmed as the couple headed into the bungalow right on the other side of hers. Sloane just so happened to get a room close enough to see them when they weren’t out and about.

Was she trying to get some pictures of them together? Was one of them a cheater and she needed evidence to take back to a suspicious spouse?

Before the two got completely away from our view, I eyed their ring fingers. No rings or white lines where they’d been taken off. Maybe it wasn’t that.

Maybe it was something even more sinister. One of them was an embezzler Sloane was sent to catch in the act of spending loads of money they shouldn’t have.

But wait.

She wasn’t taking any pictures of them at all. At least not yet.

Maybe she’d wait to do that. Maybe she used the photographer lie so she could take pictures of her marks. I thought that was what they called the people they were investigating.

Wait. No, a mark was what someone was called when they were targeted to be killed.

I’d have to read up on spy lingo. I didn’t want to come out like a fool after all. And I would, after I was sure of course, confront my little spy about what I knew to be true. And I’d tell Sloane I wanted to help her.

There had never been as much excitement running through me over anything, other than sex. I had to admit I was pretty excited about getting to that part too.

The woman was taking me by storm. I knew it from the moment I laid eyes on her that she was the woman of all women. I had been right.

For the first time ever, I wanted to get to know a woman for more than just how great she was in the sack.

I wanted to know that about her too, but I wanted to know it all. Every last detail.

Had she ever gone to Afghanistan? Or was that just a cover? Did she really like me? Or was I just a cover?

Not that it mattered. If she gave me a chance just because she thought I might help her out inadvertently, so be it. I was completely cool with that.

Use me, baby.

I could take it. It was her I was worried about. She seemed so strong but also fragile. And she was outnumbered. What if they found her out? Would she be in danger?

She was probably pretty tough. Her body was tone, tight, muscular in a feminine way. But what if they had a gun?

Maybe in addition to being her cover, I could also protect her.

We got to her door, and she unlocked it and in we went. She turned and gave me a sexy smile. “Hey, why don’t you run over to your place for a few minutes to give me a chance to freshen up. Just like ten to fifteen, okay?” She ran her hand over my cheek. “I’m sorry for overreacting, Zane. Maybe I was a little jealous of those girls.”

“Maybe?” I leaned in and kissed her cheek. Pure heat moved through me, and that was just from her cheek.

Damn.

I was in for a rush with Sloane. If an innocent kiss could cause my balls to tighten, I could only imagine what would happen when my lips were everywhere.

“See you in fifteen then?” She gave me an expectant look.

“Fifteen it is.” I turned and left her to her business. Business that I’d be watching like a hawk.

As soon as I got out of that door, I hauled ass to my bungalow. Going through it without turning any lights on, I made my way to the deck and got the sliding door open before Sloane went out on her deck. A thing I was certain she was going to do.

Hiding behind one of the tall plants, I waited. And I waited. I almost gave up and thought I had been wrong.

But then her door slid open, and she stepped outside. Immediately, her attention was turned to the bungalow next door. When she raised her cell up and snapped a few pictures, I pumped my fist into the air a few times. I’d been right.

My little Sloane was a spy of some kind, and the couple in the bungalow next to hers also had secrets.

How’d I get so lucky to get mixed up in a caper like this?

I didn’t know what kind of angel was smiling down on me, but I lifted my head and said a silent thank you to them. Being into something so intense, so secretive, so dangerous. There had to be an element of danger, didn’t there?

I nodded as Sloane reentered her bungalow and I took the opportunity to freshen up myself. In the bathroom, I pushed back my hair, checking out my reflection. I thought I looked pretty damn good. I’d charm my little spy.

Maybe not tonight, or even tomorrow, but one day in the near future, Sloane would confide in me about her endeavors. I was sure she would.

The fishing game was over. This was a whole new sport. I was about to start dating a spy. A real-life private investigator who also made me want to investigate every part of her.

Life had never been so good.






CHAPTER EIGHT

Sloane

As soon as the door closed behind Zane, I dropped my face into my hands. Dinner for two. How was I going to watch the rabbit and his mate and manage to keep from dragging Zane into bed? Because the bed was entirely too close to the table where my hunky next-door neighbor was involved.

The back deck. It would be perfect. Away from the bed and with a good view of Smith’s bungalow.

The ocean breeze cleared my head and I remembered what my purpose had been in ditching Zane for a few minutes. I took out my cell, snapped a few pics and sent them. Then went back inside and picked up the sat phone to contact Agent Matthews.

“Anderson, is all well?”

“It is. I’ve found the rabbit. Looks as if it’s in the burrow for the night. No odd activity to report.”

“That’s good. You do remember your duty, right?”

I sighed, knowing I was going to get that speech again. The one about being careful and not putting myself into any danger. He treated me like a little girl sometimes.

“Yes, sir. I’m not to confront him at any time.” I shifted my weight as I looked out at the gorgeous full moon that was rising over the calm water. “It’s nice out here, Matthews. Have you ever visited Maldives?”

He made an aggravated grunt. “No. My normal missions aren’t exactly in paradise.”

“Maybe once we’ve snared our prey, you can bring Mrs. Matthews here.”

The girl in me wanted to gush, tell him how romantic it would be. I wanted to tell him about the glass panels in the floor that allowed you to see the wildlife swimming under your feet. But I kept my mouth shut, knowing Agent Matthews wouldn’t be impressed.

He wasn’t. “Get some rest while you can. And remember you are eyes and ears only.”

“Yes, sir. You should have received initial photos. I’ll upload more as attained.”

“Very good. Check in at oh-nine-hundred tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir. I—” The line went dead.

Putting the satellite phone away, I pulled off my sandals and padded out to the deck. This time I took in the scene that was splayed out before me. The rabbit’s lights were out, and I heard high-pitched giggles coming from his direction. I was sure he wasn’t going anywhere else for the night.

I could relax.

Hearing footsteps, I found Zane on his own deck. “Are you ready for me?”

Was I?

Damn, he was hot. Just standing there, leaning against the railing, not even trying to be sexy as shit. Yet he was.

“I think I’m ready. Come on over.”

He came across the pier that separated us and onto the deck with me. Sliding his arms around me, he swayed to his own music. “I think you’re ready too, Sloane.”

Resting my hands against his broad chest, I couldn’t help but bite my lower lip. His body was rock-hard, yet he moved with ease as he moved backward with me, dancing me to the two-person lounge chair where I plopped down with a laugh. “Look at those stars. They seem closer here, don’t you think?”

He was grinning too as he crawled in beside me. “I do. Too bad all I have eyes for is you.”

I laughed at the corny line. “Sweet talker.” I smiled at him. Something about Zane just made me smile.

It was crazy.

He curled a strand of my hair around his finger. “Our dinner will be brought to us soon. I had a wild idea. If you’re game.”

“It depends on how wild.”

He pulled a short strip of black material out of his pocket. The breeze blew it in a snakelike wave. “I thought it might be fun to blindfold you and give you bites of food, letting you guess what I’m feeding you.”

Desire curled inside my stomach. The rabbit was in for the night. I was officially off the clock. “Do you like games?” I asked him.

His eyes darkened. “Yeah.”

“Me too.”

He blew out what I took to be a nervous laugh. “That was easier than I thought it would be.” He chuckled as he stroked the blindfold against my cheek. “I thought you might try to strangle me with it.”

“Well, I’m not taking that option off the table.”

He kissed my hair. “I think you’re a complicated young woman, and I look forward to peeling all the layers back.”

I grinned. “I’m surprised to realize you have any layers at all. At first, I thought you were totally superficial.”

“And now…?”

“It’s too early to tell, but I think you’re a very surprising man.” I ran my hand through the thick wave of dark hair at the top of his head. “You’re not as bad as I’ve made you out to be. I thought you’d dump me to go with those girls.”

“Why would I do that when I have the best girl right here?” He tweaked my nose, making me feel cute.

A quick knock on the front door interrupted us, and Zane got up to let them in. When I sat up to follow him, he pushed me back down. “Stay here. I’ll be back with your surprise.”

Sinking back into the cushions, I luxuriated in the concept of being taken care of. I’d never had a man wait on me before. Unfortunately, I was normally attracted to alpha males who were kind of on the dick side. Catering to a woman wasn’t a thing any of the men I’d been with would stoop to doing.

Zane was gold. Too bad I had to find him at a time when I couldn’t be honest about who I was.

Damn, my luck.

When he returned, he had the blindfold ready. “Come here.”

I sat up and shivered as the blindfold covered my eyes, taking me to complete darkness. “I hope you know this means I’m trusting you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone before. You’re not going to feed me snake or something else disgusting, are you?”

“I’d never do that.” He gave my cheek a peck as he pulled me up to stand. “You look hot as shit with this thing on. When you’re ready for something more, I’d like to use it again.”

The flash of heat that moved through me was intense. “Oh my.”

The warmth of his breath was against my ear. “Do you trust me?”

Yes. No.

“As much as I trust anyone.”

One of his strong arms swept me off my feet, and I was pressed against his hard chest. “Allow me. I don’t want you to trip.”

I fake sighed. “My hero.”

His warm lips touched my cheek again. “I can be your hero or anything you’ll let me.”

My heart sped up as I thought about him being more to me than a short-term thing. Could he really be my hero? The king of men who’d take me as his own and show me every day that he loved me and that I was the center of his whole world?

It was a nice fantasy, but I knew better than to fall into that trap. I’d enjoy our time for however long we had it and try hard not to look past that.

Zane carried me inside and sat me down on a chair and pressed a glass to my lips. “A little white wine.”

The taste was perfect, slightly sweet, and light. “Refreshing. I like it.”

I heard him swallow too then his fingertip ran over my lips. “Open up.”

My entire core pulsed. Shit, this wasn’t going to be just a simple meal, was it?

After I parted my lips, he placed something on my tongue. I chewed and an explosion of flavor filled my mouth. “That was some kind of fish.”

“Here, have another bite, then tell me what kind you think it is.” He put another piece into my mouth.

After thoroughly tasting it and placing the texture of it, I had my answer, “Ahi tuna.”

“Correct. You earn a drink.” The wine was once more given to me.

He went through bite after bite, testing me, and I passed most of them, earning my sip of delicious wine. When he placed some chocolate cake in my mouth, I was happy to see the dessert portion meant the meal was over.

I had no idea eating while blindfolded could be so erotic.

He pulled the blindfold off and looked at me with a hazy gaze. I smiled at the smudge of chocolate on his lip, and it took all my willpower not to lick it off. Instead, I ran my thumb over it, then let it linger on his mouth.

He sucked, and I felt it in my clit. He kissed the pad of my thumb before I lowered my hand to my side. “Thank you for a very interesting dinner.”

I expected him to say something completely playboy like can’t wait for breakfast, but he simply gazed at me, his eyes scanning my face.

“Come snorkeling with me tomorrow,” he suggested. “Early morning is the best time to see the most fish.”

I opened my mouth to say yes, then remembered where I was, why I was here. If I wasn’t careful, I’d end up spending all of my time with Zane, causing me to fail this assignment. I did have Smith to look after. I couldn’t commit to anything until I saw Smith doing it.

“We’ll see.” A thought sprang into my head that might just do the trick. “I’m writing a book. I need some time to do that, and I never know exactly when creativity will hit me. If you want to be with me, then you’ll have to do activities like that around my uncertain schedule.”

He gave me a skeptical look. “You’re a photojournalist who’s also writing a book?”

“Yes. Is that so hard to believe?”

“A little. How do you find the time to do all this?” He cocked his head to one side and waited for my answer.

Fidgeting with the hem of my dress, I suddenly felt as if I was on the stand, being questioned by some lawyer. “I haven’t found much time. I thought I might find it here, which is one of the reasons I came alone.”

The disbelieving expression changed to one of intrigue as he popped a piece of chocolate truffle into his mouth. “So this book, what’s it going to be about?”

Oh. Shit. I hadn’t had time to even read a book for pleasure in a long time. I scanned my mind for the last book I read. Of course, it would be a trashy novel. I used it anyway.

“It’s a love story, a romantic adventure with lots of steamy scenes.”

“Steamy scenes, huh?” His fingers linked with mine. “Do you need some inspiration?”

I laughed. “Is that an offer?”

There was no hesitation. “Yes.”

I took a long sip of my wine, clinging to the cool glass instead of to him, like I wanted to do. No man had ever affected me the way Zane did. It was like my body was being pulled toward his. Like he had a gravitational pull on me somehow. Whatever it was, I felt helpless to stop it.

“What makes you think I don’t have lots of ideas in my head already?”

He didn’t answer, just led me back out onto the deck where he took the wine out of my hand. “Sit.”

I would have normally bristled at any command, but I found myself sinking into the cushions, scooting over so that he could have room beside me.

“Exactly how many men from your past am I competing with, Sloane?”

“Three.” I couldn’t believe I blurted that out so fast. “Don’t ruin things by telling me your number, okay?”

“It’s not as many as you probably think.” One seductive finger ran over my collarbone as his gaze lingered over the area. “And none of them have been serious. I seem to attract a certain type of female. Ditzy and on the easy side.”

“You like those kinds of girls?” I was perplexed. If he liked that type then what was he doing with me?

“That’s a complicated question.”

“How so?”

He looked up at the stars as if they might give him answers. “For all of my life, I’ve avoided being held down in one place, so being with women who were, um, not exactly marriage material suited me just fine.”

“And now?”

He exhaled a long breath and looked down at me again. “And now, I’m not sure. Recently, I’ve felt, I don’t know, unsettled. Restless, maybe. Or searching might be the better word.”

I pushed his hair from his face. “What are you searching for?”

He shook his head as his eyes dropped to my lips before meeting mine again. “I think I might have found it.”

This could be a line, I knew that. In fact, it probably was. He was most likely feeding me the exact same words he fed every woman. The thing was… I didn’t care.

All I cared about was how close his lips were to mine. Then closer. Closer.

There.

His lips were so warm and they tasted of wine and chocolate. Some people said that fireworks exploded before their eyes. For me, kissing Zane was like sinking into a warm bath.

It was then that I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, I was screwed.






CHAPTER NINE

Zane

Her lips were soft, supple, yielding, and I was in way over my head. She was warm and sweet, mouth opening to give and receive. I’d never experienced anything like it.

One of her hands snaked its way around my neck as she ran her tongue around mine seductively. My brain was turning to mush at sonic speed.

What the hell was happening to me?

Gently, so as not to alarm her that I was freaking out inside, I ended the amazing kiss that threatened to change the man I’d been. I rested my forehead on hers as I steadied myself the best I could. “Wow, Sloane.”

Her body trembled under me. “I agree, wow.”

All I wanted to do was scoop her up and take her to the nearest bed. But I had to regroup. The woman possessed a power over me none ever had — the power to hurt me. No one had ever possessed that power.

I had to pull back, make some adjustments. Taking her hand in mine, I had to stop it from running all over me the way it was. “Well, I better let you get some rest so you can get to writing tomorrow morning.” Letting her hand go, I started to sit up.

She reached out and touched my shoulder, stopping me. “Really, Zane? You want to leave?”

Giving her a quick glance, I pushed to my feet and ran my hands through my hair. “You have a lot to do. I don’t want to get in the way of your first novel. Which I know will be a best seller. I expect you to dedicate the book to me, you know.” Fuck. I was rambling, but I couldn’t stop myself.

She stood too and followed me to the door. I could feel her presence — sexy, yearning, and confused as hell.

She had every right to be confused. I was too.

When I reached out for the doorknob, I felt her hand on my shoulder. “Zane, is everything okay?”

No. Nothing was okay. Nothing would ever be okay again.

Somehow finding the strength and tact to turn and face her, I stuffed my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t pull her into my arms. “Yeah, it’s great. Give me a yell when you’re finished writing and maybe we can hang out.”

I hated the way I was feeling. My insides were all wiggly. Maybe it wasn’t her that was having that effect on me. Maybe it was the food. Yeah, it was probably the food. Food poisoning made more sense than what I was thinking.

Love.

No, that wasn’t it. Love was a ridiculous notion.

I’d just met the chick.

But her face had fallen, her shoulders drooped. I’d hurt her, and it was like a kick to the gut. I hadn’t meant to do that.

Just walk away, Zane. Don’t look back. If you make direct eye contact, you’ll be going right back inside, and lose yourself to the vixen. Keep going, man.

But I just stood there, my feet planted to the floor.

“Zane?” Her soft hand grabbed mine before I could make my getaway.

“Yes?”

She licked her lips. “Can I have one more kiss?”

Fuck.

I cupped her face with my hands, desperate to do just that. But if I kissed her right now, I’d never stop until I was inside her. And once I was inside her, I’d never want to leave.

“I think it’s best we leave things on a friendly note right now. I don’t want to get in your way.”

She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it and nodded. “Thank you for a lovely island welcome.”

I nodded and leaned down to kiss her cheek. Even that was a mistake. It was so hard to pull back. “Sleep well.”

With an act of willpower I never knew I possessed, I pulled away and stepped through her door. When it closed softly behind me, I almost turned and burst back inside.

But I needed to think. I needed to understand what was happening in my head. I didn’t want to do anything we would both regret. In the space of a few hours, I’d come to care about her more than that.

Once I was safely inside my bungalow, I picked up my cell and called the one man I trusted. My college roommate, Jeff. He’d know what I should do.

Jeff had been a confirmed bachelor up until two years ago. I was at the wedding, and both he and his girl looked happy. She was sweet as honey and dripped with class. Then they got pregnant, and he said she turned into a shrew. If I wanted to talk to someone who knew both the good and bad of a relationship, he was my man.

After the third ring, he picked up. “Zane? Everything okay?”

“No.” It was then I realized I hadn’t called my old friend in nearly a year. We’d sent a few random texts here and there. No wonder he asked a question like that. “Sorry. I know it’s been a while. What time is it in Texas?”

“Six in the morning, a busy time for a Monday, man.”

“Shit, man. I’m sorry. I was just thinking about you, and frankly, needed some of your sage advice.”

He grunted. “All my advice got pounded out of me a couple years ago, and I’m fucked on time. My kid’s been vomiting all night, so I’m taking him to the clinic soon. What’s up?”

“That all sucks, man. Hope he’s better soon. How is life otherwise?”

His guffaw was so loud I had to pull the phone away from my ear. “Let me give you the quick rundown on my happy life. I lost my job last week because my wife kept calling and interrupting the workday, and my boss told me that if I couldn’t control her, I couldn’t possibly control his company. Little Jeff has a little brother on the way.”

“Oh, congrats, man.” I had to smile at his good news.

“Congrats? Yeah, that’s what any unmarried man would say. Sure, kids are a blessing, blah, blah, blah. Listen, do yourself a favor and get a vasectomy STAT. It ain’t worth it, hombre.”

Shit.

“Sorry, man. Anything I can do to help?”

“Yeah. Save yourself. Anyway, what were you needing?”

Dare I say?

“Nothing important now. Just woman trouble.”

The guffaw about blew an eardrum this time. “They’re all trouble. Whoever she is, run. Doesn’t matter how beautiful, how terrific the sex is, how much you think you might love her or she might love you… it’s a trap. T. R. A. P. Run, man. Seriously. Don’t look back.”

“Um…”

Jeff sighed. “Have you fucked her yet?”

“No.”

He snorted. “Then you’ve known her for what, an hour?”

Even after all this time, he knew me well.

“Yeah. We kissed and it, well… it fucked me up.”

He laughed, but it was bitter. “Let me guess, you saw bursts of bright light, like fireworks or stars or some shit like that? Electricity shot through you?”

“Man, how did you—?”

“Get out of there, man. Run like hell. Get on a plane, a boat, a bicycle, anything, but get the hell away from her. That’s how it all starts. Don’t you see that? Don’t be a fool like me. It’s too late for me.”

“But—”

“No buts. You have a chance. One kiss is all it takes. But you can get over that one kiss. If you go in for another, you’re done for. If you have sex, forget about it, Zane. You’re as good as married and on the road to hell.”

“It’s—”

“Sure, it all seems like a pretty fucking picture as they get you up to that altar. After the I dos are said, it takes no time for their fangs to sprout and their claws to show. By then, it’s too late. You’re a daddy and stuck like Chuck.”

I was dead silent. Was he right? Should I leave?

“I don’t know…”

Another snort. “I hope you’re packing. I hope you’re about to get off this phone and do what I’ve said. If you can’t leave, then for fuck’s sake avoid that woman at all costs. She’s the devil, dude.”

I barked out a laugh. “She’s not the devil. And how bad is marriage, really? Aren’t there good times?”

“No.”

Wow, this wasn’t good. Maybe it was just sleep deprivation talking.

“Okay, thanks for the pep talk, Jeff. I hope things start to look up for you. Tell Maggie hi from me.”

“Zane says to tell you hi, babe.”

Fuck, had she been right there the whole time?

Had he been fucking with me? Was she actually giving a blow job as he railed at me?

“Tell him love isn’t quite as bad as you make it out to be, sweetie.”

Jeff laughed, but it was a softer sound this time. “Run, Zane. See you, buddy.”

Now I was just confused. Was fighting their form of foreplay?

I shook my head and tapped my dad’s number. After half of one ring, Dad answered, “Zane, what’s wrong, son?”

Damn, I need to make more calls to people.

“Nothing, Dad. I met a girl.”

“Oh no, son. I thought we had this talk. Always, and I do mean, always wear a condom. You can’t trust these loose women you tend to run with. Is there a doctor down there in…” he paused. “I’ve lost track. Where you are, Zane?”

I fell backwards onto my bed. “Maldives, Dad.”

“Oh, yes. I think I recall your mother saying you went there to some resort. Is there a doctor there? Maybe he can get rid of whatever you’ve gotten.”

Wow, was I really that fucking bad or did they just think I was?

Whatever the case, I needed to make some changes if my own father’s brain went immediately to sexually transmitted diseases when he thought of me.

“Dad, I’ve managed to stay disease free for thirty years, by the way. Jumping to that conclusion won’t make me call home more often.”

“So, you’ve got some girl pregnant then?”

What the fuck?

“No, Dad. Look, you listen while I talk. Deal?” I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye, hoping to keep my head from exploding.

“Deal, son. I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions. Go ahead.”

“Thanks. I met a woman today. She’s smart, gorgeous, a good girl. We kissed just once, and it was like shooting stars filled the universe. What does that mean?”

“It means that you two have good chemistry.”

“Did that happen to you with Mom?”

He laughed. “Oh, no. We were set up by a mutual friend. Three years later, we decided marriage was the next logical step. Not a shooting star in sight, but we’ve had a good relationship all these years.” He paused and I could practically see him stroking his beard. “Do you like this woman?”

“Yeah, she’s great, but she has something going on that she can’t tell me about. I’m pretty sure she’s a private eye, but she says she’s a photographer. She says things that don’t add up.”

“Perhaps the woman is just a liar, Zane.”

That stung.

“There’s more to it than that.” Shoving my hand through my hair, I stared at the ceiling. “She’s watching this couple for some reason. She hasn’t told me she’s doing it, but she is.”

“Mysterious.” He seemed to be pondering things. “Maybe the mysterious nature of things has you excited.”

He was right. I was excited about all the spy shit. “Maybe.”

“I think we’ve found the cause, son. Don’t you?”

I sighed as relief took the tension out of my body. “So, do you think it’s safe for me to pursue things with her without the fear of falling head over heels in love?”

His chuckle was deep yet raspy with age. “Are you afraid of love, son? Has that been your issue all these years? Why would you fear something so nice?”

“It kind of rules you, Dad. It makes you do things you normally wouldn’t. Like drugs and alcohol does.”

“Don’t be silly. Love is nothing to be afraid of. You’re not some spring chicken, Zane. Love isn’t something one should avoid. True love doesn’t happen with just anyone.”

“But you said that you and Mom didn’t have any big sparks.” I shook my head as I pinched my brow.

Why was this relationship shit so damn complicated?

And why the hell was I even thinking about it?

“Just because we never had sparks like that doesn’t mean our love is any less real. It settled in with us. Little by little, we both realized we had more than an admiration going on between us. Take my advice and let things happen however they will.”

I suddenly missed my family.

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll call more often.”

“See that you do. I like to hear your voice, son. A visit would be even nicer.”

Yeah, it would be nice.

“Soon.”

He chuckled. “I won’t tell your mother you said that. Don’t want to get her hopes up.”

That jab hit center mass.

“Goodbye, Dad.”

“Bye, son.”

I ended the call, feeling even shitter than before, and no closer to knowing what I should do.

I’d sleep on it. I’d just close my eyes, get a good night’s sleep, and reconsider everything tomorrow. I’d see Sloane tomorrow and kiss her all day if I had to. I’d get those shooting stars under control. No electricity was going to conquer me.

At least that’s what I hoped.






CHAPTER TEN

Sloane

Leaning with my back against the door, I held my fingers to my pulsing lips as my mind raced.

Why did he leave me like that?

Slowly, I went to the bathroom to look in the mirror to see if something was wrong with me. I half expected to see something peeking out of my nose or a smudge or something on my face. Instead, I found my normal face, free of any faults.

“So why’d he leave?”

I put my hand in front of my mouth and breathed out to see if my breath was stinky. “It’s not that.”

Leaning in to inspect myself further, I looked into my eyes. “Maybe he just didn’t get the same sparks you did, Sloane. Let it go.”

I turned and walked out of the bathroom, knowing I wasn’t about to let it go.

We had a spark, dammit.

Traipsing into the living area, I was about to fall on the sofa when I saw a light come on in Smith’s bungalow. Hurrying to the window, I peeked out and saw that Smith and his girlfriend were leaving. I’d been wrong about them staying in for the rest of the night.

Now would be the good time to sneak into his place and see if I could get any incriminating photos. Moving quickly, I had to put the Zane business out of my mind.

Finding the wet suit in my bag in the bedroom, I pulled it out and sighed. It was a complete bitch to put on and take off, but it was a necessary evil. It was black, so it would keep me from being seen too easily. And it was waterproof if I had to slip into the water. It would also give me a place to hide my Glock, unlike any of the bathing suits I had with me.

With a bit of tugging, I got into the suit and pulled a black mask over my face. If Smith had any type of security camera set up, I wouldn’t be recognized on it. I noticed he’d left the door on the deck open. That might be because he had other ways of keeping his things safe or he might just be a dumbass. Either way, I wasn’t about to take any chances.

I grabbed my phone and gun so I’d be ready if I encountered Smith. He might have a gun too. I had to cover all my bases. Moving out onto the deck, I gave a quick glance at Zane’s place. His lights were all out. Had he already forgotten about me and fallen asleep?

Bastard.

Had our kiss meant nothing to him?

Shaking off that mess, I headed off my deck and walked down the pier to get to Smith’s. They’d left the light on in the living room, making it easy to see. But I’d be easy to see too. I had to be careful.

If I was lucky, paradise would have made Smith stupid, and he’d forgotten to lock his safe or left a suitcase of evidence open. I knew it wouldn’t be that easy, but a girl could hope. I could impress the home office with my quick actions, then go home and forget about all this.

That stopped me. Did I want to go home?

No.

But I had a job to do and putting it off wasn’t the right thing to do. I willed myself to stop thinking about leaving or staying with Zane and moved into the bedroom. It was dark in there, and I could move around more freely.

There was no sign of any security system. No cameras that were readily evident. There was one large bag, but it was empty. I took a picture anyway.

The bed was a wreck of disheveled sheets. I was thankful for the mask. At least I didn’t have to smell the sexual funk that surely filled the room. Now the open door made sense. They needed to air the place out.

And there I was, back to thinking about Zane and me. How would the bed look after he took me? How would it smell? Would our smells combine to make a pleasing aroma?

I bet they would.

I bet everything that Zane and I did would smell great, feel great, sound great.

Ugh, I had to stop.

Back to being a professional FBI agent, I carefully checked every drawer but came up empty. I checked for loose floorboards and for covert spaces in the walls, but couldn’t find anything there either.

He must have rented a locker at the airport or in the main lodge under lock and key. Up there, they had real security systems. I couldn’t search any of those areas. But if I found him getting into a safety deposit box or an airport locker and got a picture of that, then we’d have enough evidence to bring in a couple more agents to check it out.

I was merely the forerunner. If I noted anything suspicious, I’d have to stand back and let the big boys do all the really dangerous work.

The thought pissed me off. I’d like to be here when the shit went down. I’d seen it on videos but never got to participate. And man, did I want to participate.

I was an expert with my gun because I’d practiced more than most. Even though the powers that be at Quantico didn’t think I was ready for more, I knew I could hold my own if I had to. The academy was a place I loved. Anytime I was given a chance to further my knowledge, you could bet your sweet ass I did. I was the first to raise my hand, and I pushed myself hard to get what I wanted.

This was my chance to prove myself.

Just as I began to make my way out of the bedroom, I heard a high-pitched giggle.

They were back.

Adrenaline shot into my system, making me quicker, my eyes on the door. I could make it out, but I wouldn’t make it out of their line of sight, I knew.

Moving like a snake, I slithered along the wall and out the sliding door onto the deck. But they got into the house before I could get back onto the pier. Tucking my gun and phone into my wet suit, I dove smoothly into the water, turning below the surface so that I was hidden by the decking when I broke for air.

From this position, I couldn’t see, but I could hear. More giggles, then the telltale squeaking of the bed. As the first moan escaped the woman, I ducked beneath the surface and swam for the ladder.

On the second rung, I stopped and listened again. Nothing. I was hidden now, not just from the sexed up couple but from anyone who might be around to witness my escape. Taking a quick look, I saw that Zane’s lights were still out. Resting peacefully, I guessed.

Shithead. Really? Our kiss did nothing for him at all?

Most women thought of men as simpletons. Not me. I found them complex as hell. I didn’t know what any of them really wanted. I’d always thought it was sex. I guessed I was wrong. At least where Zane Boyd was concerned, I was.

Moving up the ladder, I gave one more look around as water pooled at my feet. I wanted to avoid going inside with the wet suit on, so decided to strip on the deck. With only the high moon, I wasn’t worried about being noticed.

Taking off the mask, I tossed it onto one of the chairs. The gun and phone followed before I began the process of wiggling out of the tight skin.

Shaking the excess water off the best I could, I laid it over the railing to drip dry a few more minutes before taking it inside. I didn’t want Zane to see it and ask questions.

Zane.

There he was, back in my head again.

Why did he leave?

Damn. I was tired and thinking of him was just too much. I needed a break. A nice hot bath would do the trick.

Naked aside from my flimsy underwear, I held my arms out, enjoying the breeze on my heated skin before grabbing my gear and heading inside.

Hanging up the suit in the bathroom to finish drying, I turned on the water to the huge soaking tub before going back to the tiny kitchen for the bottle of wine. Pouring a glass nearly to the brim, I rummaged through the suitcase I had yet to unpack for my pajamas and toiletries.

Back in the bathroom, I turned off the lights then lifted the blinds so that I could look out onto the water while the moon surrounded me in its silver lumens. I downed half the glass before lowering myself into the deliciously hot water.

Ah, peace at last.

Except it wasn’t as peaceful as I’d hoped. Not with the water gently lapping at my breasts, making me wish it was Zane’s tongue stroking me.

Well, hell.

Sinking lower into the water, I sighed, knowing it wouldn’t do any good to force him away. Very slowly, I opened my legs and let my mind take me where reality had forbidden.






CHAPTER ELEVEN

Zane

Lying on my bed, the full moon, along with the memory of the kiss, was keeping me awake. My mind kept moving in a dangerous direction. A fantasy was trying to play out in my head, but I was trying to keep it at bay so I could fall asleep.

When the taste of Sloane’s lips just wouldn’t go away, I ran my hand down to stroke myself. Rubbing one out should give me some relief.

My eyes were still on the moon and the calm waters when I saw a few ripples on the surface, spiking my curiosity. Maybe a shark was patrolling the waters near my little bungalow.

Climbing out of bed, I pulled on a pair of shorts and went out to the living room. Before I made it to the deck, I saw what had made the ripples. Pressing against the wall, I held my breath as I looked out the side window. Someone in a black wet suit and a mask was coming up Sloane’s stairs, leaving the water.

Just before I went out to grab the individual trespassing on my girl’s deck, the mask came off, and there was Sloane’s beautiful face and blonde locks.

What the hell was she doing?

I continued to hide as I watched her. My cock went hard as she unzipped the suit, taking what looked like her phone and a… what the hell? A gun. What the hell was she doing with a gun? And how the hell did she get it through customs?

Even as the questions were still swimming through my shocked mind, I watched her peel out of the wet suit, leaving her bouncy breasts exposed in the barely there bra. Her panties might as well have not existed. She was practically naked to my prying eyes.

The questions were beginning to pile up. And Sloane was beginning to show more and more creamy flesh. The moon gave it a shimmering glow that took my breath away.

With one last wiggle, she had the thing off and laid it over the rail to dry. Then she just stood there, her arms out as if basking in the moon’s soft glow. She was breathtaking, and so fucking mysterious. When she finally walked inside, I was left standing there with a hard dick and full of curiosity.

Why a late-night swim? Why a wet suit? Why the mask?

I stepped out on my deck, trying to see what she did next. I could practically follow her shadow throughout the small hut. The bathroom. The kitchen. Her bedroom, and the bathroom again. The lights there went off and I wondered if she’d gone to bed.

Before I could investigate further, the light on the deck on the other side of hers came on, and the couple Sloane had been following came out. My growing cock stopped and went back to normal size as if it knew there was business to attend to.

The guy lit a cigarette as he stood there, looking at the moon.

“Thanks for taking me out for a late dinner, darling,” the woman said then kissed the guy on the cheek.

“You’re welcome, doll. Now, go get the bed ready. After this smoke, I’ll come rock you to sleep.” He smacked her on the ass as she turned to walk back inside.

I processed the information. So, the couple had gone back out, and that must be why Sloane had on the wet suit. She took advantage of their absence to snoop around. I’d bet a million bucks that’s what she’d done.

But why was she snooping?

Or did I have it wrong, and she was looking to steal something?

Was my little Sloane a cat burglar?

If so, was I in danger of being her next victim? I had quite a chunk of change in my safe. An expensive watch was in there too. Should I be wary of the woman? Was she here to rob us all?

Maybe the couple next door was just her first target. Maybe I’d be next. I had to admit, I hadn’t seen that in her. But one never knew. Don’t judge a book by its cover was a cliché for a reason.

Flipping on the light on my deck, I decided to say hello to the guy. There hadn’t been anyone in that bungalow before that day. It was quite the coincidence that they arrived the same day Sloane had.

Had Sloane been casing the couple, perhaps from as far back as the airport or even before that? Who knew how the mind of a thief worked?

I gave a short whistle as I waved at the man. He looked my way and waved back. “New to the island, I see. When did you guys get in?”

“This morning.” He blew out a puff of white smoke from the cigarette. “You been here long?”

“A week. How long you here for?”

“Two weeks or so. I’m playing it by ear.” He took another long drag and looked up at the moon.

“Name’s Zane.”

“Charles.”

“Nice to meet you, Charles. You here on business or pleasure?” I was getting somewhere with the man. I hoped my little acquaintance with him would benefit Sloane if she needed help with that. Well, unless she was a burglar. If she was a thief, then it might not make her too happy at all.

“A little bit of both.” He flicked the cigarette out into the water.

I scowled at the pollution but forced my face to go back to neutral. “Oh, yeah? What kind of business?” I was getting some good information. I’d slip it out to Sloane a little at a time and watch her reactions. That would be fun.

“If I told ya, I’d have to kill ya.” He laughed like that was some great joke he’d just made up.

“Got ya.” I gave another wave. “Nice to meet you, Charles. I’m sure we’ll see each other around. This island is pretty small.”

He smiled, gave me a wave, and nodded. “Nice to meet you too, Zane. Night.”

After turning the deck light off, I went back inside and got into bed to think about what I’d found out. Sloane was indeed some kind of a detective or a crook. The man was from New York. He had that distinct accent. And he was here on business as well as pleasure.

It had to be the kind of business he was into that had Sloane following him. Either he was into some bad shit, and she was there to get the goods on him. Or he was wealthy, and she wanted some of what he had. Either that or she was watching him or the woman because they were having an affair. It had to be something like that.

If it was an affair, Sloane had probably been hired by the man’s wife or the woman’s husband. That’s the only thing that made any sense. I wondered how happy Sloane would be when she found I had introduced myself and that would give her an in with the couple.

I bet she’d be overjoyed. But she wouldn’t show me any kind of reaction. She couldn’t. I understood that.

I’d help her on the down low, and keep her safe too. She’d need some muscle if anything went wrong. Even if she was a crook, I couldn’t let anyone hurt her.

Something was building deep inside of me. I’d never been the protective type. Something about the woman had that coming out in me. Sloane had a muscular body, and I was sure she could throw a punch, use her gun, or some other self-defense tactics. But what would happen if she was punched or worse, shot?

No, I had to be around her all the time now that I was certain she was into something she wasn’t telling me about. I had to keep her safe. She needed me. She might not know it, but I did.

The memory of how her body glowed in the moonlight eased into my head, and my cock twitched in pure lust. I slid my hand under the sheet, pretending it was Sloane’s hand stroking me to life.

I imagined her blonde hair blowing around her face as the nipples of her full breasts contracted from the cool air. I closed my eyes, and she seemed so real. Her skin. Her taste. The little mewling sounds she made. The whimpers. The gasps for air.

My lips pulsed as I thought about wrapping them around those sweet dusky-colored tips. She’d arch with desire, whisper my name, and run her hands through my hair as I sucked, kissed, and nipped her delicious flesh.

I stroked myself, thinking about her getting wet for me as my hand moved down to settle between her thighs. She’d beg me to fill her, using soft-spoken words to encourage me to fuck her until she was crying my name out over and over.

But I wouldn’t fuck her yet.

First, I would kiss every inch of skin I exposed as I stripped her clothes from her body. Her thighs, knees. Her feet and toes. I’d turn her over and kiss her calves and the lovely hamstrings that created a path to her perfect ass. I’d leave her sweet pussy for last, pushing her legs wide so I could watch the butterfly of her sex open for me, revealing the honey-slicked folds.

I tightened my fist and stroked myself harder, imagining her scent as I lowered my head, that first taste as I trailed my tongue up her center, the way her body would tighten as I took her clit between my teeth.

Faster, I stroked myself, lost in the fantasy of Sloane’s lips replacing my hand. I hissed as I imagined how it would feel when her tongue dipped into the tip, her teeth scraping the shaft as she tried to take me into her throat.

“Yes…” I growled as my balls tightened, my cock pulsing in my fist. I was close.

But I didn’t want to come yet, not until I could imagine watching her face as I slid into her for the first time, her body stretching around my girth, filling her like she’d never been filled before.

Her nails would be on my back as I began to spear into her over and over, feeling her body tighten and tremor beneath mine. I’d watch her face as I pushed her toward the edge, watch her eyes as she flew. But I wouldn’t stop. Not until she was spent, completely worn out. No fight left in her.

I was furiously moving my hand to catch my cock up with my fantasy when I felt the first twinge deep inside me. I closed my eyes, cursing Sloane’s name as I came, thick ropes of cum shooting onto my stomach and chest. I groaned so loud I was sure Sloane could hear it next door.

Good, I wanted her to hear it.

I wanted Sloane to know I was jerking off as I thought about her. I wanted her to see what she was doing to me.

Catching my breath, I turned onto my side and picked up the t-shirt I’d taken off earlier that day and used it to clean up the mess. The mess Sloane made of me.

Lying back on the pillow, I closed my eyes, finally tired enough to sleep. Sloane could only make a mess of me if I allowed that. I simply wouldn’t let it happen.

She’d have to come clean with me about what she was doing in Maldives sometime. I wouldn’t let her leave the island without being real with me.

I couldn’t do that. If I was going to give more of myself than I ever had before, then I’d demand her to do the same. Our meeting may not have been planned, and I might’ve been a thing that was just in her way. But I wasn’t going to run away from her because our kiss scared me.

I wasn’t that kind of man. I had a chance to find out what would happen if I gave into those falling stars I only had with her. And I had to find out if she had the same experience I did.

Did she see stars too?






CHAPTER TWELVE

Sloane

Steam moved in tiny tendrils above my morning cup of coffee. Seabirds were waking up with the sunrise, starting their morning chorus. I’d been up before daybreak, waiting to see what was proving to be a spectacular event.

Just as grand as the sunset was, the start of the day was equally gorgeous. I was ready to get going on a new day.

Having Zane leave so abruptly had been a blessing and a curse. A curse because of the mind games I’d been playing with myself, but a blessing his absence had given me an opportunity to slip into Smith’s abode.

True, I hadn’t found anything useful, but I’d eliminated the bungalow, which was useful intel. Now, I just needed to follow him around to see where he was keeping the stash of money the FBI was told he possessed.

“Gorgeous.”

I turned my head find Zane standing on his deck. Even just after waking up, scratching his head, and wearing nothing more than red pajama bottoms, the man looked like something out of a naughty dream.

“It is, isn’t it. You just don’t get sunrises like this back home.” I sipped my coffee and tried not to look at Zane’s crotch to see if there was any morning wood action going on that would give me a hint to the size of his magic wand.

“I was talking about you, Sloane.”

I rolled my eyes but was secretly pleased. “Such a sweet talker.” I pulled the sides of my robe closer together to make sure my tits weren’t exposed. I had nothing on underneath the robe. After the long bath last night that had a very happy ending, I floated to the bed and fell right into it without bothering with nightclothes.

“What do you say to some breakfast before you get rolling on your book writing?” He leaned over, gripping the rail with both hands, making his pecs and biceps flex, the tattoos moving over the muscles.

My stomach growled as my eyes roamed freely over him. I was hungrier for him than anything else, but he hadn’t offered that.

Damn my luck.

“My stomach is telling me to accept that invitation.”

Pushing his hair back with one hand, he smiled. “Cool. I’ll take a quick shower and come over to escort my lady. Give me fifteen minutes. Or do you need more time than that?”

“Nope.” I put the coffee cup down and got up. “I can be ready in fifteen.”

I was a bit on the giddy side as I hurried to shower and dress. The best thing about being in a tropical paradise was no one expected you to wear a full face of makeup. It would just melt away anyway, leaving you looking like a sad clown. And with the constant breeze, I pulled my hair back into a ponytail to keep it from blowing all around my head the way it had yesterday.

Well within my time limit, I’d showered, and put on a simple outfit of white shorts and a pale blue gauzy top, then slipped on some sandals.

I loved island life.

Zane knocked just as I was walking out of the bedroom. I grabbed my bag and joined him outside, locking the door behind me.

“You look great.” He took my hand and pulled me to him, leaving a kiss on my cheek.

My lips tingled, wanting a taste of those luscious lips of his, but I wasn’t about to grab him and force him to satisfy my craving. Not after being rejected last night. I couldn’t handle another rejection this early in the morning.

The sound of another door closing had us turning around, and there was Smith with his girl.

Damn.

“Hey there, Charles.” I looked at Zane in surprise.

When the fuck did he meet my rabbit?

“Hello, Zane. How ya doin’ this fine mornin’?” Smith knew Zane?

How? When? Why?

Zane’s arm moved around my shoulders. “This is Sloane, my girl.”

His girl?

And why did my stomach just flip?

I extended my hand, common manners taking over. “Hello, Charles, did he say?”

“Yeah, I’m Charles.” He shook my hand with a couple of quick jerks then looked at the woman he was with. “This is Grace. She’s my girl.”

“It’s so nice to meet you both.” I shook her hand too.

She had a great smile, but one would expect that out of a mafia moneyman’s arm candy. “It’s a pleasure.” She let my hand go to run hers over her hair that was already beginning to blow around. “You don’t happen to have a spare hairband, do ya?”

I actually did have one wrapped around my wrist. It was a little thing I did when I wore my hair in a ponytail, just in case the one I had broke. My thick hair had been known to pop a band a time or two. “Here, take this one. I have plenty.”

Grace pulled her hair up and slipped the band around it. “Charles picked me up so quickly that I didn’t have time to get every little thing.”

“Oh, was the trip a surprise?” I was loving that I was getting to actually interact with them. I could get the job done so much faster this way.

Zane’s hand ran down to the small of my back. “Baby, we can talk over breakfast. You two should join us.”

How lucky for me that I was with Mr. Social. “Yes, join us. That would be so nice.”

“Sure.” Charles took Grace’s hand, and we all set out to walk up to the café.

We were a few steps ahead of the couple, so I leaned in to whisper, “And when did you meet this guy?”

“Last night.” He moved his arm up and wrapped it around my neck, holding me close and kissed the side of my head. “When you were supposed to be sleeping.”

I didn’t know what he meant by that, but I was still curious. “How did you meet?”

“I’m surprised you didn’t hear us. We were talking back and forth on our decks. What were you up to that you didn’t hear us?”

He grinned, and I felt for a moment that he might know what I had been doing in the bathtub. I had opened the blinds after all, so I could see the moon.

But then I remembered that it was dark inside my bungalow, and the bathtub was deep. Zane couldn’t have seen anything. “Sleeping hard, I suppose.”

He was still grinning. “I suppose so. Did you see them when you were on the plane?” He let me go and held my hand.

“Who? Them?”

He nodded. “Yeah. You all came in yesterday. It would make sense that you all rode on the same plane.”

I couldn’t very well tell him that I came in on a private jet. That would send up a bunch of red flags, and I’d have to create even more lies. “I might have. I really didn’t pay that much attention. I slept mostly.”

“Hmm.” We walked off the pier and onto the beach where Charles and Grace came up beside us. “Did you guys come here on the same plane Sloane did? She said she was sleeping, so she wasn’t sure.”

Charles eyed me then shook his head. “Nope. I’d remember. I never forget a face.”

Zane was really pushing it. I needed to change the subject and fast. “That speedboat ride out to the island was something else, wasn’t it?”

Grace whistled. “I’ll say. I was scared shitless. I had to bury my face in Charles’ chest the whole ride. It seemed to take forever too.”

Zane opened the door, allowing us all to go inside before him.

“What a gentleman you are.” It seemed he surprised me with every move he made.

“Be sure to tell my mother that. She gave up on me years ago.” He grinned and gestured to the large buffet. “This place has the best breakfast on the island. Get ready to be stuffed.”

After filling our plates, we found a table for four and sat down to eat. I wasn’t about to ask too many questions too fast, so I made small talk as we ate and was happy when Charles invited us to go snorkeling after breakfast.

Zane answered before I could. “That’s nice of you, but we can’t. Sloane has work to do.”

Charles frowned as he looked at me. “What kinda work?”

My lips parted to say that I could put it off, and we could join them. It would be perfect if we made friends with him, but again, Zane spoke for me. “She’s writing a novel while she’s here. She needs time to get some words in today. So we’re out for the morning.”

“I see.” Charles leaned back and patted his round stomach. “What ya writin’ about?”

I forced my face to relax and not give away my irritation. “It’s a romance. Nothing men care to read.” I put my napkin on top of my plate, silently fuming that Zane was speaking on my behalf. “I have to wash my hands. I’ve never managed to eat anything with syrup on it that didn’t somehow leave me sticky nearly up to my elbows. Come on, Zane, you got some of it on you too.”

He looked at his clean hands then shrugged. “If you say so.”

As soon as we got around the corner and out of their sight, I let him have it. “Zane Boyd, I can answer for myself. I want to go snorkeling.”

“But you have to work. You said so last night when you turned my invitation down. Remember?”

“Can’t a lady change her mind?” I asked, practically snarling.

He blew out an aggravated breath. “I didn’t want it to be you who blew them off, so I took the heat of that.” He smiled at me and ran his hand over my cheek. “I got your back, baby.”

I rolled my eyes heavenward, seeking guidance and patience from whatever saint helped women not to kill men. “Get off my back. I want to go. Let’s go tell them that I’ve changed my mind.”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “You have work to do.”

Who the hell did he think he was?

“Zane, I will not…” His lips touched mine, and I shut the hell up as electricity welded my lips closed.

He released my lips, leaving me under his spell. “It’s okay. I have your best interests at heart. Come on.” He took my hand and led me back out to the table. The couple looked up at us curiously. “We’ll catch you guys later.”

“Actually, darling,” I said, batting my lashes at Zane. “I think I’ll be even more creative after a swim in all of nature’s beauty.” I smiled at Smith. “I’d love to go with you.”

Grace lit up, happy to have some company. “That’s wonderful. Let’s meet on the pier in say, thirty minutes? The boat takes off in forty-five.”

I beamed back at her. “Perfect. See you soon.”

Zane didn’t say a word all the way back to my bungalow, but once we were inside, all the ones he’d bottled up came out in a rush. “Who are you? Why are you after Charles and Grace? Why in the hell are you being so cagey?”

I’d gone through interrogations as part of FBI training. They sucked. Really sucked. So you’d think the questions coming from this man wouldn’t rattle me in the least. But I was a bit rattled. What had I done or not done for him to read me so easily? This wasn’t good. Not good at all.

I crossed my arms over my chest and met his look straight on. “I’m Sloane Anderson, photojournalist and wannabe novelist.”

His nostrils flared. “If you insist.”

“It’s the truth.” I looked him straight in the eyes as I lied, ignoring the twinge of conscience the FBI hadn’t completely beaten out of me yet.

His grip tightened on my shoulders, his expression stern. This wasn’t the playboy I met yesterday. “You’ll tell me the truth about everything, or I’ll out you to Charles. I’ll let him know all about your little midnight snoopfest last night.”

I didn’t allow my face to change even as my heart sank into my gut.

I had been caught.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Zane

She was good.

Her expression hadn’t changed, but the pulse throbbing in her throat was a giveaway. She hadn’t broken yet, but I had her almost to the edge of the truth.

With exaggerated movements, I ran my hands down her sides and around her back. “I see you left the gun off this time.”

Her expression still didn’t change. “You need to go.”

I closed my hands on her shoulders again. “No. I’m not going anywhere until you tell me the truth.”

She didn’t flinch. “It’s none of your business. We had one drink, one dinner, and one kiss. Walk away.”

I wanted to shake her. I walked her backwards until she was trapped against the wall, my arms moving to either side of her head. “I don’t want to walk away.”

She lifted her chin. “Too bad.”

Time slowed and sped up as we stared at each other. I wanted to kiss her so bad my lips nearly exploded from my head. “Just tell me the truth. Please. I saw what I saw. You aren’t who you said you were. I don’t know if you’re a crook, a spy, a private investigator. I don’t know who Smith is or why you broke into his place. What I do know, is that you’re in some kind of danger. What I do know is that I’d take a bullet for your ass. And because of that, I deserve to know if I’m willing to do that for a good person or a bad person. Is that fair enough?”

Confusion flickered in her eyes, but only for a moment before the walls of her emotions slammed down again. “I didn’t ask you to take a bullet for me.”

“Too bad. I’m in. All in, Sloane. Now, tell me the truth.”

She exhaled, her breath warm on my face, tears pricking her eyes. I nearly sagged in relief. “You can’t tell him about me, Zane. You just can’t.” The tears that she was desperately trying to hold back broke free, cascading down her cheeks. “I’ll tell you, but you have to swear to me that you’ll never tell a soul. Not one person.”

I had her. She was being honest. Finally. Walking her to the little sofa, I pulled her down next to me and plucked a tissue out of the box on the coffee table and handed it to her. “I swear that I’ll never tell a soul a word that you say to me. But I have to know, Sloane. I have to.”

With a nod, she wiped her tears away. “My best friend in high school, Beth Harris, contacted me a few weeks ago. She was upset because her husband of five years seemed to be cheating on her. She wants to get a divorce, but they have two kids, a huge home, and lots of money. She’ll get full custody, the home, and most of the money if she can prove he’s having an affair.”

I was perplexed. Why get an old friend to do such a thing? Why not hire a professional if she was so rich? “And why did she ask you to get this proof?”

She sniffed but didn’t miss a beat. “She eluded to Charles being into bad things. She said that he knew lots of people and she didn’t know who she could trust. She called me because she knew I wasn’t afraid of danger. I really am a photojournalist. The book writing is made up, but not my job. Being that I’m cool under pressure, she thought I could get the job done. Take a few pictures and get them back to her, she’d go to a lawyer and file for divorce with evidence in hand.”

I sat back and rubbed my temples. It was hard to believe, but I had called it. Sloane was out to get evidence of an affair. I felt pretty damn good about my intuition, and now that I knew everything, I felt damn good about Sloane.

She was one great friend, one brave girl, and I was relieved she wasn’t a thief. “I thought you might be a cat burglar. Hearing that you’re really just a badass friend pleases me to no end.”

Her hand ran up my arm, a smile playing on her lips. “A cat burglar, really?”

“Yeah, really. I’ve thought you were a spy or a private eye too.”

Her laughter was light and gorgeous. “Well, I guess you were close. I am spying on him for a friend, but 007 I am not.”

I laughed too, thinking I really had let my imagination run off with me. “So, I’m going to help you with this job of yours. I can take lots of pictures in the wide open since we’ll be doing all kinds of things together.”

She shook her head as her brow furrowed. “No. You can’t do that. It’s very important that neither of us ends up in the pictures. The way my friend talked, the man may be associated with a dangerous gang or the mob or something. If he ever thought either of us gave her that information, then we’d be in mortal danger. Let me get the pictures, Zane. Promise me. I’m supposed to take them with my cell and send them to her. After she gets them to her lawyer, she’ll delete them off her phone, so he’ll never know how she got them.”

I was impressed. “You two really thought this shit through. I’ve got to hand it to you, but I still want to help. And, quite frankly, now that I know he’s dangerous, I’m going to have to really protect you.” I wrapped my arms around her, snuggling her close to my side. “I don’t want anything to happen to you. You’re kind of growing on me.”

She kissed my cheek. “You’re growing on me too. I’d like to have you watching my back.”

I closed my eyes, pulling her closer to me. “While we’re admitting things, I should tell you that I saw you almost naked last night. And what I saw started a fire inside of me. One only you can put out.”

She ran her arms around my neck. “Why would I want to put that fire out? In fact, I think I’d like to add some fuel, see how hot we can make it burn.”

Oh, yeah. She was saying what I wanted to hear.

Pushing my hand under her shirt, I ran it over her bare back. “I knew you’d be as soft as you looked, glowing under the full moon’s light like a silver angel.”

She flattened her palms as she moved her hands down my back. Her eyes were dark with desire. “Can I tell you something else without you running for the hills?”

Fuck.

Could she?

After taking a deep breath, I was ready to hear what she had to say. “You can.”

She leaned in very close, her lips almost touching mine. I felt the heat of her words. “Your kiss made fireworks go off inside my head.”

“Did it now?” I barely touched her lips with mine. “And the one in the café? What did it do to you?”

“The same damn thing.” She brushed her lips against mine, nipping at my lower one before pulling it into her mouth.

“I’m not running, and I saw shooting stars. You think that’ll happen again?”

“Kiss me and let’s find out.”

Oh, yeah.

Pulling her close enough that her breasts pressed against my chest, I took her lips, intent on searing our souls together. Yeah, there were shooting stars again, but I didn’t let them scare me. I wanted to see them, and I wanted to know what else this woman could make me see.

Zaps of electricity moved through me, resulting in a boner that grew at the speed of light. I moved with her until her back was on the sofa and I was pressing her down, grinding our sexes together through our clothes.

We were both gasping for breath when my mouth left hers to kiss her jaw, her ear, her neck. “Zane, Zane…” I nibbled her neck then gave it a good bite. She groaned, then pushed against my shoulders. “Zane, we’ve got to stop.”

I exhaled a long breath. “You’re killing me.”

She groaned again, in frustration this time. “Me too, but we can’t do this now.”

“Please.” I jutted my bottom lip out, and she laughed before taking it between her teeth.

She let me go. “Our twenty minutes are almost up.”

Well… fuck.

I sank down on her, forcing her to take most of my weight. “Damn. Forgot about them.”

Her lips brushed the place just behind my ear then she gently bit my earlobe. “Later?”

Feeling like I weighed a thousand pounds, I pushed myself up onto my hands then to my feet. Her eyes widened and I followed to where she was looking. “See what you do to me?”

She placed her hand over me, squeezed, and I closed my eyes. “Damn, Zane, you have a monster there.”

“Set it free, baby. It’s hungry for you.”

She laughed, which made me laugh, then I abruptly stopped when she began to stroke me again. The fantasy of last night was nothing compared to being with the real woman. The shooting stars had turned into a volcano that was erupting, spreading heat in its path, filling me with more than I knew was possible.

She sighed and dropped her hand. “We need to change.”

I stepped back, knowing she was right. “Need help?”

Very slowly, she rose from the sofa, a big grin on her face. “Later?”

My cock groaned. I swear it did. “Damn it.” I took her by the chin. “Promise me we’ll come right back here and continue what we started.”

Her grin was sultry, sexy, and somehow it was also cute as shit. “That is an easy promise to keep. If you still like me after you’ve witnessed me in snorkeling gear, it’s a date.”

Her ponytail was crooked, her lips swollen from my kisses, and she looked even prettier than she did before. I couldn’t wait to see her after she was freshly fucked.

“I’m going to fuck you so long and so hard.”

Those eyes gleamed. “Is that a promise?”

I smacked her rounded ass. “Absolutely. Now go before I can’t resist any longer.”

She crossed her arms over my chest. “This is my bungalow.”

I’m a dork.

“Well, I’ll go change. I expect to see you in something skimpy when I get back.”

She stuck out a pinky. I grinned and wrapped mine around hers. “Hurry.”

Without another word, I was out the door and pulling on board shorts so fast I nearly ripped off my dick. I was going to make sure she got what she needed with the cheating bastard, and we could put her little job behind us so we could get on to more important things.

Like us.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Sloane

Looking in the mirror, I smiled at my reflection. My little emotional meltdown worked like a charm, and it was a little embarrassing to be such a good liar. It was kind of hard to make myself appear that weak and pathetic, but one must do what one must do when on a mission. Even if it was acting like a little girl who’d lost her puppy.

One thing for certain was that I hadn’t faked the way he made me feel with that kiss. He had me tearing myself apart. The sexual side of me thought I should just blow off the snorkeling trip. The agent part of me was thinking I had a job to do and blowing off any outing with the couple could terminate a social connection.

If we got in good with the couple, they might invite us to all sorts of things, and then I’d be a lot more likely to find out where this money was stashed.

Then it would be over.

Which meant Zane and I would be over.

I wasn’t quite ready for that.

Pulling a sundress on over my bikini, I was ready to go just as I saw Zane pass by my window. “Ready?”

I twirled, the skirt of my sundress flying out a bit. “Is this okay?”

I hadn’t brought many clothes that would make me stand out. The bikini was plain black, no frills, but the sundress was pale yellow and see-through. Nothing nearly as sexy as most of the females around the island wore, but Zane looked at me like I was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen.

His eyes seemed to darken as he came up to me, sliding his arms around my waist. “So okay that I might not be able to keep my hands off you.”

“Who says you have to?” I ran one finger over his broad shoulder.

I wanted him to show me affection — for business reasons, of course. It would make us seem more real to Charles and Grace. Things were falling into place quite well for me.

Running my hand down his arm to link my fingers with his, I pulled him with me so we could get to the dock before the snorkeling expedition took off. The heat between us was off the charts. I thought it had been up there yesterday, now it was ten times hotter.

Charles and Grace were sitting on one of the four benches, Grace’s head resting on the older man’s shoulder. They waved at us as we came up and Grace grinned. “I was beginning to wonder if you guys had changed your mind about coming with us.”

“No.” Zane wrapped his arms around me from behind and rested his chin on my shoulder. It sent chills through me as he pressed his body against my back.

“I had a hard time letting her get dressed, that’s all.” He kissed my cheek.

I blushed and looked down as heat filled me right along with embarrassment. Grace laughed. “You two are adorable. How long have you been together?”

I was quick to take on that question, so Zane didn’t mess it up by telling some outlandish lie. That was one thing I knew for sure, people who didn’t lie for a living didn’t know how to do it properly. “He and I met a while back in Pennsylvania. We kept in touch, and he told me he was taking a vacation out here. I thought it’d be fun to come out and surprise him, interrupting his chasing of the other female inhabitants of this island.”

Zane kissed my cheek again. “I was glad she came to surprise me. The truth is, I’ve been crazy about her for years, but she plays a real tough game of hard to get. I’m not about to let her get away from me again. I’m taking this time to make her see that she’s as crazy for me as I am for her.”

He was pretty good at lying after all. I didn’t know if I should be impressed or afraid.

“Don’t let her get away, Zane.” Charles pulled his shades down to look at me. “She has stars in her eyes for you, my new friend.”

Did I?

Damn.

I guessed it was evident that the gorgeous man affected me. Not that it would matter after this week. Or would it?

A fleeting thought went through my head. Maybe I could ask Agent Matthews to do a background check on Zane. If it came back clear, I could come clean with him after this mission was over. I’d see where that would leave us.

But I wasn’t making any call like that just yet. Although our chemistry was off the charts, I didn’t know the man. He seemed harmless but I’d feel on more steady ground after a background check was run.

The captain and his young girlfriend finally showed up, and we were able to get the trip underway. Climbing to the front of the boat, Zane pulled me down until I was sitting between his legs.

Charles did the same with Grace, so I thought it wasn’t going too far. I wasn’t used to so much public display of affection, but I loved it. I loved the way he held onto me. The way his hands moved lightly over my shoulders, neck, arms. The tops of my thighs. It wasn’t just sexy but felt sweet too.

Looking over the side, I watched as the crystal-clear water changed to a deeper blue, then the captain slowed the boat to a stop and shut the engine off. The water lapped at the sides of the boat as his girlfriend lowered a ladder and offered the snorkeling gear. I put on my rig and flippers while Zane snapped a flotation device around my waist.

“Still think I’m sexy, baby?”

He waggled his eyebrows. “Even that gear can’t take all that hotness away.”

I laughed, but when he put all his rig on, I thought he was still sexy too. He tried to kiss me again, but our masks kept getting in our way, making us laugh. So many emotions. As unfamiliar as all this sexual tension was, the pure joy of being with him felt unfamiliar too. When my cheeks hurt, I realized it had been a long time since I smiled so much.

The water was deliciously warm and clear, and Zane and I waited for Grace and Charles to join us before setting off.

Grace swam over to me immediately and gushed, “Isn’t this sublime?”

Her enthusiasm was contagious and I used her relaxed mood to carefully dig for more information. “Incredible. Don’t see many things like this back in Pennsylvania. Where are you from?”

“Manhattan. So’s Charles.” She pointed at some fish that were swimming below us. “Look, they’re already coming in to see us. Aren’t they pretty?”

We both stuck our faces in the water to check out the brilliantly colored fish, then I felt arms around my waist. It was Zane, and it seemed he’d be holding me throughout our little fish watching expedition.

The water was nice, the fish were pretty, but none of that compared to how it felt to be with Zane. Holding hands, we swam around with our faces in the clear water, pointing out things to the other. It was more than fun, it was special too.

I could just see us in the future, talking about the fish we saw when we were in Maldives. A sharp pain stabbed my heart as I thought that might not happen at all. But I quickly put that out of my mind and went on, enjoying the day with him.

Hours later, it was time to go, and I climbed back onto the boat exhausted but happy. I was glad to have Zane to lie back on as I rested all the way back to the dock. The breeze and rocking of the boat made me sleepy, my eyelids refusing to stay up.

“Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re back.”

I grinned and stretched, rubbing my eyes. “I can’t believe I fell asleep.”

Charles and Grace looked wide awake, both smiling as Charles asked, “You guys want to do lunch?”

Before I could accept the invitation, Zane pulled me into his arms. “Nah, me and the little lady are going to take lunch in my bungalow and chill for the rest of the afternoon. Maybe we’ll catch you guys for dinner and dancing this evening?”

“Sounds good.”

Once the couple was out of sight, I whirled on Zane. “Why did you do that? You know that I need to be around them as much as possible.”

He shrugged. “You’re tired.”

“Tired?” I looked at him incredulously. “I’m always tired, but that’s no excuse for not doing my job.” I stomped off after the couple but was hauled back against a hard chest. “Let me go. I need to join them.”

“No.”

That pissed me off. Did he think he could shut me down with one simple word?

I dipped and whirled out of his restraining arm before poking him in the chest with my finger. “No? Are you serious?”

He smiled, a warning gesture painted on his face. “You’re gaining people’s attention.”

I didn’t even look around me. I knew he was right. With a deep inhalation, I forced myself to relax. “You’re right. Let’s just—”

Before I could finish, his lips were on mine and I was being arched backward like a bow. I struggled for a second, opening my mouth to tell him off. It was a mistake… of the best kind.

His tongue stroked mine as he deepened the kiss, his fingers digging into my skin. Then my fingers were digging into him. I was a maniac, hungry for more, my moans begging him to take me.

There was clapping, and the kiss softened, then stopped.

Zane lifted his head, a little smile playing on his lips. “Our first fight,” he told the voyeurs, who hooted and clapped some more. He looked down at me. “Maybe we should take this inside.”

I nodded, my cells still sizzling from the heat of his kiss. I felt dizzy, like I used to feeling when I rode one of those twirling, whirling amusement park rides.

I grinned at the winks from the women in the group. Laughed when Zane gave some random dude a high five. Then we were in his bungalow.

“Zane—”

His mouth was on mine again, and my back was pressed against the wood of the door. I both loved the kiss and hated how it could stop me on a dime. When he released my lips, I opened my eyes to find him smiling. “Your job is over, baby. I got everything you’ll ever need on the man.”

“Huh?” My head was still spinning with the after-effects of that kiss.

Damn, the Zane had me right where he wanted me. It was infuriating. Only I didn’t have the power to feel mad because my body was pulsing with desire.

He pulled his cell out of the pocket of his swimming trunks. “While you were sleeping, those two made out like crazy. I got ten pictures of them in various states of making out. I’ll send these pictures to you then you can send them to your old friend, and your job is over. And we can get working on us. Me and you.”

He pulled the sundress over my head, leaving me in the bikini. “Zane—”

“Now it’s time to go back to what we were doing before. You do recall your promise to continue what we started, right?”

“But—”

He kissed me again, taking my mind off what I was going to say.

The truth was, I had no idea what to say. Maybe letting him fuck my brains out would loosen things up in my head enough that I could think once the coital bliss was over. At the same time, I knew I should do something to let him know it wasn’t okay to make decisions about a job that was mine to do.

He eased the kiss and took my hand. “I have condoms in the bedroom. That’s why I brought you to my place.”

“But—” That’s all I got out before he pressed his finger to my lips.

“But nothing, Sloane. I want you. You want me. No more waiting. No more talking. After we make love, you can talk all you want. Right now, I want you in my bed, naked. I want to kiss every last inch of you, then I want to make you scream my name.”

My brain said to tell him off, but my vagina had a differing opinion.

Brain vs Vagina.

As Zane’s lips found mine again, I knew it wasn’t even a contest.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Zane

The sounds of seagulls echoed outside as Sloane’s lips softened against mine. This was it. I was only moments away from having this glorious woman in my bed.

My cock was throbbing in anticipation. My heart was pounding with desire. My… oomph… lungs were straining to breathe from where Sloane had punched me in the gut.

I held my stomach, trying to draw in air as I watched her turn on her heel and head for the door.

“Wait!” I yelled.

Well, it was almost a yell. If my throat hadn’t been gulping for air, it would have been a loud one. The girl packed a damn good punch.

I’d locked the door, and it was my only saving grace as she fiddled with it to yank open the door. I grabbed her arm. “Where are you going?”

Her glare was like mental darts striking me in the forehead. “Home. I’m not some bimbo that you can boss around. And I don’t appreciate you thinking you can take over my job.”

What? She had to be kidding.

Apparently not. She got the door opened and was sashaying her bikini-clad ass out of it while I pieced together the chain of events.

All the air went out of me as I watched her walk away. I felt deflated, angry, frustrated. “So, lunch or what?” I called out lamely.

She looked over her shoulder at me. “Are you serious? Haven’t you messed up quite enough?”

Then she went into her bungalow, and I was left standing there like a jerk.

I took a deep cleansing breath. It was time for a little self-reflection. Had I taken her job over? Had I overstepped my bounds? Or had I actually helped her out the way I thought I had?

And what about our attraction?

And why did I fucking care so fucking much?

I slammed my door, then kicked it, immediately feeling like a child. Stalking to the little kitchen, I pulled a beer from the fridge and downed it in two long swallows.

Grabbing another, I plopped down on the couch. Sloane Anderson was a puzzle. A beautiful, complicated puzzle. I just needed to figure her out.

Or maybe I just needed to stick with the airheads. Sweet mouths. Sweet pussies. Empty minds. That strategy had worked just fine the past couple decades.

But, dammit… that wasn’t what I wanted. As frustrating as she was, I wanted Sloane. Not just her body, but her mind. The intelligence behind her eyes. And if it took a few sucker punches for me to stop acting like a dick, that was okay too.

I scrubbed my face with my hands. It wasn’t just sucker punches I needed. It was a complete mind shift. Sloane deserved more than I had been willing to give.

She needed security. Promises. Trust.

Could I give her that?

The me of two days ago couldn’t, I realized. That man played life as it came to him, unwilling to step up and take charge. Could two days make that much of a difference? Or was I like a child with a new toy I’d promised I would take care of, only to get tired of dealing with the upkeep and setting it on the shelf once I was bored?

I finished the beer and got up for a third one, trying to imagine going back to my life of a couple days ago. The smiling, giggling girls who were sweet and open for anything. The sultry ones who were more focused on what I could buy.

Smiles. Blue eyes. Lies and deceit. Snorkels and mask.

My cock pulsed.

Yep.

Even thinking about her in that goofy-looking gear turned me on.

I had it for her. For the first time in my life, I could only think about one girl. I wasn’t about to let my pride get in the way of something that had never happened before.

Getting up, I went to the bathroom to shower and change, then ordered us some lunch to be delivered to her place. I blew out a long breath. For the first time ever, I was going to put my heart on the line.

It made me sick. It made me strong. And I supposed that was just about right. Getting shoved out of any comfort zone shouldn’t be comfortable. After I’d gotten dressed, I looked at the nightstand my condoms were in. I left without them. I didn’t want her to think I was asking her for a commitment just to get into her panties. I’d leave sex out of it. For now.

When I approached her door, I lifted my hand to knock then decided to alpha up. Taking charge was what was needed in the situation. Sloane was a strong woman. She needed a stronger man.

I walked right in and went down the short hallway, finding her on a laptop computer, earbuds in her ears. She startled at my appearance, then pulled the buds from her ears, and slammed the laptop shut.

She was on her feet an instant later. She had showered too. Her hair was still wet and I could smell the scent of her shampoo. She had changed into shorts and a little tank top, and she wasn’t wearing a bra that I could tell. And she was furious. “Hello? Are you completely without manners?”

“So asks Miss Manners herself,” I tossed back, nodding at the computer. “What’s up?”

She spun around and walked over to grab a bottle of water. “I was messaging my friend if you must know. She thinks Charles is in the mafia. She’ll double what she’s paying me if I can get evidence of that.”

I stared at her, unable to do anything else for several long moments. “No way in hell, Sloane. I can’t let you do that.”

Her hand flew to her hip as fury took up residence on her face. “You can’t let me do that? Ha.”

Was she insane? What made her think she could mess with a man that dangerous?

I wasn’t sure if she was incredibly brave or incredibly stupid, it was a toss-up. “Sloane, you have no idea what those people can do to you. They can disappear you like that.” I snapped my fingers. “I don’t want you to disappear.”

“I’ll be careful. He’ll never know what I’m doing. When I told his wife that I had breakfast with the man and had an in with him, she was over the moon. She’ll get everything if she has evidence of him being in the mafia.” She took a seat and a drink of the water.

I just stood there, shaking my head. “Yeah. She’ll get everything, including a bullet in the head.”

But Sloane didn’t waver. She was all pumped up. Ready to go. And she had no idea of the danger she’d put herself in. So I thought I’d go another route to see if me being in danger would make her see reason. “If you’re going to be in danger then I’ll be right there with you. We’ll both be setting ourselves up for a set of cement shoes, but I won’t let you do it alone.”

She eyed me for a moment then huffed out a breath. Was there a small glimmer of satisfaction in her eyes? “Well, I do need you, Zane. They think we’re a couple. I couldn’t just drop you and expect them to keep inviting me to hang out.”

Cocking my head, I processed her change of mood. Yeah, she was using me, but it also gave me some leverage. “Ha. You need me. I’ve got you by the balls, baby. Not that you have balls, but you know what I mean. If I say no, then the answer is no. And I am saying—”

“Zane, please. You don’t understand. He’ll take her kids away if she can’t put him away. Even if she gets full custody, he’ll still have visitation rights. She’s sure he’ll run off with the kids the minute he gets them. He’ll do it just to stick it to her. He’s a terrible father. Beth told me so.”

Sloane batted her eyelashes and… were those tears pooling in her eyes? One fell. Dammit. She wasn’t fighting fair.

“Zane, I’m not doing this for the glory if that’s what you’re thinking. I want to do it for those poor, innocent children. Imagine how scared they’d be to be suddenly taken away from their mother.”

She was tugging at my heartstrings for sure.

“But it really is dangerous.” I was losing the battle, I knew I was.

Another tear fell as she looked up. “Zane, I can’t stand by and do nothing. Yes, I can give her enough evidence to get a divorce right now. And she’ll get what she wants. But those kids will be in danger of losing their mother forever. If he doesn’t take them right away, he could do it at any time.”

Fuck me.

Why did I have to go and fall for such an amazing woman?

I turned away from her so I could think. I couldn’t think rationally when I was looking at her puppy dog expression. It was impossible to tell that face no.

But I was agonizing over what she wanted to do. It was the mafia we were talking about here. Not just a cheating husband who’d be pissed if he found out it was us who fucked his world up. No. Now it was a group of heartless bastards we had to worry about.

The motherfucking mafia.

No. No way. We couldn’t do that to ourselves. Kids or no kids.

“He shot their dog, Zane.”

I spun around. “Huh?”

“Charles shot their dog.” Tears shimmered in her pretty eyes. “Once, Beth threatened to leave him because she was pretty sure he was having an affair. This was a couple years ago. He shot the dog and told her if she ever left him, she’d get what the dog got. A bullet in the brain. We can’t let him get those kids and kill their mother, Zane. We just can’t.”

Well, fuck me running.

I found myself nodding even though I thought we needed to just get the fuck off the island. I needed to take her and get as far away from that man as we possibly could.

And if we did try to get some information out of him to help his poor wife, we’d have to be around him a hell of a lot. How could I ever act naturally around the man, knowing all that I knew? How was I going to meet him for drinks and dancing knowing the man killed his fucking dog?

I wasn’t an actor. I wasn’t a great liar. I wasn’t even prepared to handle such a huge burden. But there it was anyway. Thrust on me because it had been thrust on Sloane.

Man, I must fucking be falling hard for this chick.

That was all I could think because I would’ve never done anything like that for any other female I knew. And I was going to do it. I couldn’t let her do it alone. I couldn’t leave her in such danger. I could protect her, physically. But from the mafia?

Shit. Shit. Shit.

What was I thinking?

I couldn’t protect a tadpole from them. The best I could hope for was that she and I were never found out. I had to make sure we played our cards close to the vest. I had to make sure things were handled in such a way that Charles would never suspect that we could do such a thing.

“Well, I can’t let you do this alone, Sloane. And you seem set on doing it.”

She lifted her chin and stood to face me head on. “I will do it, Zane. With or without you, I’ll make sure the man gets what he deserves, and those kids and my old friend are safe from him. So, does that mean you’ll help me?”

I gritted my teeth until they squeaked in protest. Hell, of course I was going to help her. I just wanted to make sure we did it my way. Something told me she’d fight me on that. I wasn’t some daring spy, and neither was she. But I couldn’t let her take control of this thing. It was just too dangerous.

Closing the distance between us, I ran my hands up and down her arms as I looked into those baby blues. “Sloane, I care more for you than I’ve ever cared for anyone in my entire life. I want something real with you. Something solid. I don’t want to see anyone else, and I don’t want you to either. I want us to commit to each other. I want you to be my girlfriend.”

She just stared at me, her mouth sagging open. I was on edge as I waited for her to say what she thought.

The waiting was going to kill me.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Sloane

He wanted me to be his girlfriend. I was stunned. We’d only known each other two days after all. I had every right to be stunned.

If I wasn’t on a case, I knew I would’ve already jumped in the man’s arms, kissed him, and told him yes, a thousand times yes.

But I was on a case, and I’d just told the man a shit-ton of lies. The lies were piling up so damn high, I was beginning to worry about them crashing down and obliviating me. But they were necessary for me to get my real job done.

So, I just stood there, my mouth gaping and my body shaking as he waited for my answer.

“Do you mean you want us to be exclusive while we’re here? Or do you mean for longer than that?”

“Longer than that. Hopefully, much longer. We can travel together. I don’t have anywhere I have to go, but I like to go. We can go wherever your photojournalism takes us.” His eyes danced as he waited to see what I was going to say to that.

He was too good to be true. And I was anything but true.

Suddenly, it hit me that he didn’t seem to have a job. “Zane, how do you travel all the time? Don’t you have to work?”

He shook his head. “No. I come from money.”

“How much money?”

“A lot of it. More than most people have. I’m an heir to a candy fortune.” He looked down at his feet as if the admission embarrassed him. “Does that bother you?”

“That you’re rich?”

It kind of did, but I didn’t want to appear bigoted toward wealthy men. It was just that I wasn’t used to having lots of money or expensive things. I was raised in Queens by middle-class parents. What did I know about being with a rich dude?

His expression grew worried. “Yeah.”

“I’m actually not sure. I’ll need a little time to process it all. So, do you live in a mansion, drive cool cars, and stuff like that?”

“My family has an estate. We have lots of cars, some cool, some luxurious. And there’s a private jet and a helicopter. We have a yacht too. A home in Greece, and one in London. There’s probably a few things I’m leaving out. The truth is, I don’t like to be around my parents. They expect me to act a certain way, and I don’t like to be told how to act. So, I travel more often than not.”

God, he sounded like a spoiled rich brat.

But he didn’t act like one. At least with me, he didn’t. Maybe I brought out things in him he liked. Things that were good for him. Maybe having a strong woman around, rather than a little ditzy tramp, was good for him.

If only I wasn’t on a case and having to lie like a rabid dog, but I was. And Zane was looking at me with a nervous gaze that made my heart ache. Could I really leave the island when it was all said and done and not miss the man who made me feel better than I ever had?

Would I kick myself for letting him go? Or would he dump me when he found out the truth?

Zane was an alpha male. Those guys hated being used and lied to. In my profession, I’d seen that happen a few times. It never turned out the way the female agents hoped it would.

Chances were high that I’d end up just like them, talking about the man who rocked their world and made their job so much easier. But then the time came for honesty, and that was when the other shoe would drop, leaving them single and sad.

I guessed I could tell Zane we’d never work out, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to commit to him too. I wanted to be his girl. I wanted that more than I wanted anything.

Screw his wealth, screw my job, screw it all. I cared about Zane more with each passing moment. And I wasn’t going to be a fool. He made things happen inside of me that no one ever had. So, I gave him a nod. One small nod, and he had me wrapped up in his strong arms. “I’d love to be your girlfriend, Zane.”

“You had me scared for a minute there, Sloane. Shit.”

A knock on the door had me looking up at him. “I’m not expecting anyone. Who do you think that is?”

Letting me out of his arms, he went to get the door. “It’s lunch. I ordered it before I left my place.”

I just shook my head as I watched him let the waitstaff in with our rolling cart of food. It was really nice letting someone take care of me for once.

Would it be so bad to pretend for a while? That we were a real couple with only real couple things to deal with?

Food.

Fun.

Sex.

My body sizzled with just the thought of it. Zane had already shown me how dominating he could be. I generally didn’t like that when dealing with a man on a personal level. But in the bedroom, oh yeah, I enjoyed it very much.

Tie me up, pin me down, blindfold me, and show me who’s boss.

I was looking forward to getting to that. But first, there was work to see to. And lunch to eat.

Zane picked up a watermelon that had been sliced in half and filled with all kinds of things. Cold shrimp and crab, melon balls, cubes of various cheeses. It looked yummy and refreshing. A couple of tropical drinks were stashed inside the hollowed out cavity as well.

“Wow.”

“I know, right. I’ve seen couples order this but never had a girl I wanted to share one with. Now, I do.” He chuckled. “I have a girl. Man, my parents are going to freak.”

My gut clenched. What the hell would his parents think about me? A poor girl. Well, I wasn’t poor. By their standards, I probably was. I bet they’d think I was a gold digger. To my credit, I knew I liked Zane a hell of a lot before he told me he was rich.

I pushed the thought out of my head. I didn’t need to worry about meeting his parents. He’d dump me when he found out the truth anyway. I was sure he would.

But for now, I was having fun with the handsome, thoughtful man. No reason to think about anything else.

We went onto the deck and set up the table, then he took the seat across from me and popped a piece of melon into his mouth. “Juicy.” He crooked a finger at me, and I leaned closer, expecting him to feed me a bite. When he kissed me instead, I tasted the delicious fruit on his lips.

Wanting more, I opened my mouth. He readily accepted the invitation, his tongue moving through my lips, wrapping around mine.

I groaned when he pulled away, his eyes searching my face as he pushed my hair behind my ear. He fed me a bite, then another. That one was followed by a kiss before he fed me again.

“I might forget how to feed myself if you keep this up.”

He popped a cube of cheese in his mouth, grinning like a fool. It made him look like the little boy he once was… adorable and mischievous. He made me feel young too. I wasn’t ancient by any means at twenty-four, but my career choice had left little room for play over the past couple years. I’d forgotten how much fun it was to just say nothing and enjoy someone’s company.

No. That wasn’t true. It wasn’t that I’d forgotten. It was that I’d never experienced this ease before with another person.

Each time he kissed me, I thought he’d push the intimacy farther. I hoped he’d push the intimacy farther. But he pulled away, leaving me breathless and wanting. “We have all day,” he murmured against my lips when I practically begged him to make love to me.

He was right. And the all-day foreplay buildup was delicious.

When we’d finished eating, we curled up on the lounge chair and napped for a couple hours. I awoke refreshed and ready to face the rest of the day.

Zane took out his cell and showed me the screen. “Look, we can use this app to record Charles when he talks. It records for fifteen minutes. If you put this app on your cell too, I can record the first fifteen minutes then you can take over. I’ll make some excuse to get away from you guys for a moment to reset mine. We can go back and forth like that, and hopefully, we won’t miss anything.”

I grinned. “I’ve got an even better idea.” I went to the bedroom to retrieve the much more sophisticated recording device I’d brought with me. “I have this. Beth sent it to me before I came here.” Another lie I’d have to eat when the job was over.

He looked at me curiously. “Okay, I’ll wear it.” He reached out for it, but I held it close to my chest. I’d have to watch the man. He was already trying to take charge.

“It fits snugly under one’s boob, so unless you plan to grow a pair in the next few minutes, I’ll be wearing it.”

Moving inside, he took my hand and led me to sit in the air-conditioned living room, pulling me down on his lap. I wrapped my arms around his neck. “This is really dangerous. I want you to take every single thing we do with that man seriously. No messing around.”

This was getting annoying, but I bit back my irritation. “Remember who you’re talking to. I take everything I do seriously.”

He blew out a breath and leaned his head back against the cushion, staring at the ceiling as if it might give him wisdom. “I know that. I’m just so worried for you.”

“Don’t, Zane. You have to play the role of my boyfriend, not my protector. We have to convince them that we’re in love and are harmless. You showing such stress around them will raise their suspicions.”

He rolled his head to look at me. “Promise me one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“If anything physical happens, promise that you’ll get behind me and let me handle it. I don’t want you to get hurt.” He pressed his lips to mine. “I need you to be safe.”

My insides went gooey, but I ignored the way he was making me feel. I needed to let him think he was the alpha of our little pack or this would never work. “I promise. Although, just to ease your concerns, I have undergone quite a bit of training. I told you about Afghanistan. I’ve taken self-defense classes and took a class on firing a gun.” I winked. “I was the best in the class.”

“Oh, how adorable. My girl was the best shooter in her class.” He laughed and kissed me again, and I thought I might have teased him into easing up. Not the case. He grew serious again an instant later. “I can shoot too. In fact, I have a concealed handgun license.”

I raised my head to look at him. “Do you carry?”

He snorted. “No. Not normally. I wanted to know how to handle a gun if needed. And I wasn’t bad. Good enough that I can take care of you.”

I gritted my teeth when he patted me on the head. I wasn’t some damn dog. I pushed away and sprang to my feet, irritated beyond measure. “Look, I can take care of myself, and I’m not giving you my gun. Get over it.”

I couldn’t, even if I wanted to, but I couldn’t tell him that.

As a matter of fact, I still needed to contact Agent Matthews with the new developments. Or maybe I’d wait until it was over, I wasn’t sure. I was of an “ask forgiveness later” mindset. After all, I was only supposed to be watching. Not only was I planning on going in deeper, I was dragging a civilian in with me.

“Get over it?” Zane was on his feet too, towering over me, which just pissed me off. I could do this. Why did the men in my life think I couldn’t? Sexist asshole penis owners. “Like it or not, I’m not about to let anything happen to you. I’m running this show. Get used to it.”

Oh, hell no.

“Zane, I don’t need you to do this job. Yes, it’ll be easier with your help, but I don’t need you.”

He turned and walked away from me. “Do it yourself then.” To my astonishment, he kept going until I heard the door open and close.

I stood there, stone-still, like an idiot. Fine. I would do it on my own. Screw him and everyone else.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Zane

With each step I took, I wondered what the hell I’d just done.

I walked out on the woman I just asked to be my girlfriend.

Who does that?

But then again, who thinks they can fuck around with someone who works for the mafia?

I went into my bungalow and fell face first onto my bed. I had no idea what to do. Would Sloane really move forward without me? Would she put herself in danger by going to dinner with Charles and Grace alone? And what would she tell them about me not being with her?

Mostly, why did I give a flying fuck?

Lying there, I tried to think like I normally did. Pre-Sloane Zane did not worry about other people. He did not invest himself in dangerous missions that would do nothing to profit him. He did not take shit from anyone.

Sloane was the strongest-willed person I’d ever known. She didn’t seem self-destructive, but trying to get a man to confess to being in the mafia was just about as destructive as one could get.

I rolled over and looked up at the ceiling, forcing my hand through my hair and groaning. I was groaning because I knew what I was about to do. I was going to go right back over there and tell that crazy woman that I was sorry for walking out like that. I’d do it because there was something about the lunatic that made me want to help her, to protect her, to cherish her crazy ass.

Never in a million years did I think I’d fall for a woman like Sloane. But I had. I’d fallen without even trying. Within a damn couple of days!

Funny how shit like that worked. One minute I was partying with three chicks, and the next, I was putting my life at risk by fucking with the mafia.

Exactly when did I lose my marbles?

I had no clue, but I had to admit any semblance of the normal Zane had disappeared. I thought about calling Dad to get his advice. I went so far as to pick up my cell. Then I put it down.

I couldn’t tell a soul about what Sloane wanted to do. Anyone I told that to would tell me to hightail it out of there. And I was pretty sure I should be doing just that. Putting as much distance between me and the coocoo blonde as possible.

But I wasn’t me anymore. I was a man who had someone who meant something to him. Sloane meant more to me than I could’ve ever imagined.

“Fuck.”

I pushed myself to my feet and headed to my door. I opened it, and… there she was.

We stared at each other for a long moment before she caved first. “Zane, I’m sorry.”

Something tight in my chest released and I pulled her through the door and into my arms. “Me too.”

Everything was going to be okay. It had to be. Surely fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to connect me with the perfect woman only to rip her from me just as quickly.

Sloane’s lips were quivering as if she might be on the verge of tears, so I kissed them to stop that from happening. Moving with her, never letting our mouths part, I led her to the bedroom. Lifting her into my arms, I gently laid her on the bed. Finally, I let my lips leave hers.

Sliding onto the bed beside her, I leaned on my hand and looked down at her as I traced my finger along her neck and shoulders. “So, we made it through our first argument as an official couple.”

Her smile was sweet as she pushed her hand through my hair. “We made it. And I don’t want to argue, but I do want to talk about this. Maybe your bed is the best place to come to an agreement.”

Shit. She wasn’t going to let this go. She wasn’t going to walk away from helping her friend. It seemed I had me a girl with a big heart. I wouldn’t want her to be any other way.

“To be honest, I want to help your friend too. It’s the part about you being in danger that’s throwing up all sorts of red flags.”

Her fingers crept over my arm, tracing the lines of my tattoo. “You’ll be there to keep me safe.”

She had me percolating, pulsing, with that sweet little gaze she was giving me. With no willpower left, I took those luscious lips again. She made a soft little mewling sound, and it was over. Passion welled up inside me, causing my cock to swell against the side of her thigh.

I would be there to keep her safe. I’d always be there if she’d let me.

The emotion that was slowly taking me over wasn’t one I’d had before. It wasn’t just from the kiss, it was from something much deeper than just the physical attraction we had for each other. It was mental too.

I eased the kiss and looked at her as she opened her eyes. “I will be there to keep you safe, Sloane.”

She smiled and ran her hand over my cheek. “Does that mean we’re done talking?”

I nodded as I pushed her hair back. The still damp strands moved through my fingers. The scent of hyacinths filled my nostrils as I moved her hair. I took a deep breath and sighed. “I’ve never felt the way I feel with you. It’s something I never want to lose.”

My flesh prickled as her hand moved under my shirt. “I know what you’re talking about. I feel the same way.”

There was still something I felt she was hiding or lying about. I needed her to know she could trust me. “Sloane, are you really a photojournalist?”

Her eyes went wide. “Yes, Zane. God, I know I was hiding the fact I was here to get information about Charles, but I haven’t lied about everything.”

I studied her. As much as I wanted to believe her, there was something about the way her eyes looked as she said the words. They were too big. But she wasn’t trying too hard to make me believe her, wasn’t forcing the issue. It had me thinking she might be adept at telling lies.

Why would a photojournalist to be a proficient liar? Sloane was hiding something, but I wouldn’t push her any more at that moment. We were getting along too well to fuck it all up with a bunch of accusing questions.

“So, after we get what your friend needs, then what happens?” I kissed her shoulder then ran my lips up to her neck.

She moaned, her nails raking across my back. “After that, I have no idea what will happen.”

Moving my lips to her ear, I blew into the curved shell, and delighted in how it made her shiver. “You must have an idea of where you were going once you had the information you needed. Where would that be?”

“Home, I guess. My line of work has me kind of on-call all the time.” She rolled to face me, wrapping one leg over my hip. I groaned as the movement pressed our sexes together through our clothes.

I pulled my head back to look at her. “How is a photographer on-call?”

“I stay pretty busy. Between assignments, I usually get contacted by someone needing a rush job. If I have time, I’ll agree to the job. I try to stay flexible.” The way she moved her foot up and down my leg felt amazing. “So, my plan was to go home to Queens and go wherever I’m needed next. What was your plan?”

Grazing my teeth down her neck then leaving a trail of kisses along her collarbone, I contemplated what I should say. The truth was that I never had a plan, but that just sounded flighty. I didn’t want to sound like a loser with no ambition, which I had been up until I met her. Now I had lots of ambition. Of course, Sloane was at the center of all that ambition. “Whatever my plan was, doesn’t matter. You’re my plan now.”

Her voice was raspy, and her words warmed me. “I like the sound of that. And what kind of plan do you have for me right now.”

Moving my hand over her breast and all the way down to her hip, I grabbed a handful of sweet ass and pulled her tight against me. “My current plan includes kissing every inch of the body I’ve craved since you walked into my life.”

Her nails curled into my shoulder as I felt her body grow warmer. “Yes. Please. I want to feel your lips move all over me, then I want to kiss every inch of you in return.” Her lips pressed against my neck, sending goose bumps to pepper my skin.

I’d never wanted to move slow and fast at the same damn time, but with her, that was exactly what I wanted. I wanted to go slow and let this thing we had smolder for a while before we let it burst into flames. Our heat would be insane. The sex would be off the charts.

As bad as I wanted to be inside her, I wanted to build what we had even more than that. I wanted a solid foundation, one that a great relationship could be built on. Nothing quick, nothing temporary. I wanted slow, steady, and lasting.

Cupping her chin, I ran the pad of my thumb over her plump pink lips. Her blue eyes shimmered as she looked at me. I envisioned looking into those eyes for years to come. I saw a future with Sloane I didn’t ever think I’d be looking at. But there I was, looking into the eyes of a person I couldn’t think about not seeing again.

“Your eyes mesmerize me, Sloane. When I look hard enough, I can see the future.”

Her hand caressed mine as she smiled. “Zane, the prophet. I have to say I didn’t see that coming.” The smile fell away and her eyes grew more serious. “The thing is, the future is a fickle bitch. One never knows how it will play out. But yet you claim to see it in my eyes. I wish I had the power you seem to have. I live life one day at a time, never thinking too much about the next day or the day after that. Are you sure you can see more in my eyes than even I can?”

Was she taking me seriously? Did she not understand I meant to keep her forever? Never let her go?

“I can see the future in your eyes. Eyes that I will look into even when wrinkles surround them and they lose some of their color as you age. But I will always find love when I look into these eyes of yours. Because I will be the only man who gets to do such a thing for the rest of our lives.”

Though she was smiling again, I felt her body go cold. Had I surprised her with my intensity? Did she really not have any idea how serious I was?






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Sloane

Words of unending love shouldn’t make one go cold as ice. And if I wasn’t making up one lie after another, perhaps my reaction would’ve been one of a different nature. But I knew how things would end for us. Unfortunately, Zane did not.

I was so screwed.

While I didn’t want him to catch on that I was any less involved than him, the truth was, I had it bad for Zane. After he left my bungalow earlier, I should have let him go. I could have finished this assignment on my own, maybe clinging to Grace and Charles, gaining their sympathy by telling them that Zane had broken my heart. But what did I do instead? I’d gone to him. I’d been about to knock on his door when he’d surprised me by jerking it open.

And now here we were, and I didn’t know how to make things better.

His hand moved up and down my arm. “You have goose bumps.”

“Do I?” I pretended not to notice.

“Did I scare you?” The sea green pools of his eyes grew stormy as his expression went to one of concern.

I had to ease his mind. We’d just made up after our first fight, I didn’t want to go back to being angry with each other. Not when he was making me feel so damn good as we laid in his bed. “Who wouldn’t like to hear those words, Zane? Maybe I’m just a little overwhelmed by all this. I’ve never felt this much for someone so fast.”

That was true. I’d never fallen so quickly before. It was a little unsettling.

The concern left his handsome face as he gave me a sexy smile. “Good. I’d like to make you feel more… if you’re up for it.”

My heart sped up. “What do you have in mind?”

“How about a full body massage? That way you’ll be all relaxed when we go to dinner tonight. And when we get done there, we’ll come back here and spend the night together.” His finger trailed over my lips. “What do you think about that?”

My head was already growing light, my body pulsing. “I think that sounds wonderful.”

Leaning in close, he kissed the spot right behind my ear. “Good.” He rolled off the bed and stood, looking down at me. “I’ll get some lotion and be right back. I want you naked and on your stomach.”

Naked?

“Um, I think that’s—”

He shook his head as he walked away. “Naked, Sloane.”

As if his words alone controlled me, my hands went to work, ridding myself of my clothes. When I was fully naked, I laid back down on the bed, face down, just as he’d directed. My body was prickling all over, the anticipation pulsing through my system.

I didn’t hear him reenter the room and jumped when he said, “Close those pretty blue eyes. I want to give you a taste of what life will be like with me.”

My eyes closed as a sigh escaped me. Life with Zane seemed like it would be pretty damn great. Too bad it couldn’t be that way.

His hands were warm as he started at my ankles, spreading the lotion as he kneaded the muscles of my calves and hamstrings. He stopped at my ass, and I nearly groaned when he started over with the next leg.

But this time, as he worked those magic fingers up my hamstring, his fingers grazed my sex, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. How badly I wanted to feel him inside me. How easy it would be to just turn over and spread myself open for him. Surely, he wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation.

But I stayed right where I was and let him do what he wanted. The massage would be good too. Ripples of pleasure went through me as he moved his firm hands up my back then over my shoulders, working the tight muscles there.

When he straddled me, I felt his hard cock through his clothes. It grazed my ass as he moved, rubbing my shoulders and back with long, flowing motions. My clit pulsed, moist heat pooled between my legs. The massage wasn’t doing what he intended. I was far from relaxed. I was in sexually frustrated hell.

Just as I was trying to resolve myself to that fact, he moved back and began massaging my ass cheeks. I couldn’t stifle the moan that came low from my throat. He chuckled. “Does this feel good?”

I made some whimpering noise that was supposed have been, “It does.”

I was so turned on I wasn’t even embarrassed as he spread my ass cheeks wide and stroked a finger over the tight pucker of muscle. I groaned, trying to push back into the touch. He chuckled, the sound vibrating through my every nerve.

With no warning, he rolled me until I was on my back. I reached for him but he held my wrists at my side.

“Be still and keep your eyes closed.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to fight him. But the promise in his eyes urged me to obey.

When I relaxed beneath him, he grinned and squirted more lotion in his hands. His magic hands kneaded the muscles in my arms and shoulders before skimming over my breasts and abs to resume massaging my thighs.

I licked my lips as he massaged my feet, then my eyes popped as his teeth grazed over my toes. When he sucked one into his mouth, I wailed, unable to stop the sound from exploding out of me.

“Be good,” he murmured as he began massaging my legs again, concentrating on the muscles of my hips, my abs, then finally my breasts. I moaned as he touched me, pinching my nipples between his fingers, squeezing my breasts together. “I’ve dreamed of doing this.”

He lowered his head, licking across first one nipple, and then the other. I arched my back, wanting more, and he gave it. The cool air made my wet nipples tighten even further, and when he flicked them with his fingers, my body jerked at the new sensation. Having men play with my breasts had never been a turn on for me. It was a turn on now.

He moved lower, his tongue dipping into my naval.

Lower, his teeth skimming over my hip.

Lower.

His tongue pressed against me, and I cried out, twisting my hands in the sheets.

“Shh. Be good. Be perfectly still. No moving, or I’ll tie you to the bedpost.”

Still? Quiet? I’d fail that mission for sure. Maybe on purpose.

“Will you be still for me?”

Holy hell. How was he always so sexy? His low, gravelly tone should have been considered foreplay. Unable to find words, I nodded, summoning all my willpower and biting my lip as his tongue moved through my folds, searching and exploring my body for the first time. He found and circled my clitoris, pulling it deep into his mouth. He sucked hard on that little bundle of nerves, causing me to push my hips closer, eager for more. And he complied, increasing suction until it was almost painful.

I reached for his hair, holding on while he drove me crazy. He chuckled and kissed my clit before looking up my body, his mouth glistening with my arousal. “Uh, oh. You moved.”

My eyes widened, and I watched as he pushed off the bed and walked to his closet. He wasn’t gone long, a couple ties and the belts of both robes in his hand.

He was serious.

I’d never allowed a man to make me this vulnerable, but I wanted to be vulnerable with him. I wanted everything.

My chest was heaving as he tied my hands to the bed, then did the same with my ankles, spreading me wide. I didn’t recall ever being more excited about anything in my life. I was at his mercy. And if I were honest, I sure hoped he wouldn’t show any.

“Now, you’ll be still.” He moved up to stand next to me. “I have you right where I want you.” Getting on the bed, he straddled my chest, his shorts the only thing between me and his cock. “If you’re a good girl, I’ll let you suck my cock when I’m done. Would you like that?”

“Yes.” The answer came out of me on a burst of air, and his lips quirked up to one side as he ran his fingers through my hair.

“We’ll see.”

With that sexy smirk still on his lips, he moved down my body until he was between my legs again. His eyes were locked on mine as he slid two fingers inside me. I let out a strange hissing sound when he began pounding into me with short, almost brutal thrusts that didn’t quite hurt but came close enough that I rode the line between pain and pleasure. Then pleasure won out and I came, crying out his name as I pulled on my restraints.

“You’re so very beautiful,” he said, lifting his fingers to his mouth and sucking, “and your taste is addicting. I’ll never get enough.”

Then his mouth was on me again, his fingers and tongue pushing me to and through another powerful orgasm.

I was still panting when he wiped his hand over his mouth, then pulled off his shirt before dropping his shorts to the floor. My mouth watered as he revealed his flesh to me, one article of clothing at a time.

When his cock popped free, I pulled on my restraints, needing to touch him, wanting to stroke the soft steel of him. But that smirk was back, and I knew he wasn’t going to set me free.

He had other plans.

Crawling up my body until he was straddling my chest, he stroked his cock, then lowered the tip to my lips. Sticking out my tongue, I took a first lick, tasting the drop of salty fluid that formed at the tip before taking the head in my mouth to swirl my tongue around the edges.

Zane groaned, and I knew that, although I was powerless to move, I held this power over him. “Feed me, Zane,” I begged and those green eyes grew darker as he looked down at me. I opened my mouth and felt the weight of him on my tongue as he did as I asked.

“Suck me.”

His eyes gleamed as he pulsed in and out of my mouth. He didn’t go in all the way, didn’t make me gag, but he did push me to the point of needing to breathe. When he pulled out, he stroked himself while I sucked in a lungful of precious oxygen.

“You like giving me head, Sloane?” he asked and I opened my mouth in answer. He chuckled, but his nostrils flared as I took more of him in my throat. “You’re driving me crazy,” he murmured, his voice raw with tension.

When he pulled out again, I gasped for breath. “More.”

“You sure, baby? I’m getting close.”

I wanted all of him. I didn’t want him to stop. “Please, Zane. I want you to come for me.”

He cursed and feed me his cock again, holding the headboard to support himself as he fucked my mouth. I’d never done it like that before. It was a first, and I loved the way he made me feel powerful and helpless simultaneously. I loved how my jaw hurt, how my arms ached, how my fingers itched to touch him.

He kept moving, watching his cock slide in and out, then his eyes closed as he moved faster, giving me another warning. “I’m going to come.”

I was ready, swallowing, feeling the power of accepting every part of him, not backing away from this challenge.

Just as I watched him come, I watched him recover from what I’d done for him. He opened his eyes and pulled away from me, letting the ties of my hands and ankles loose.

“Thank you,” he murmured, pulling me against him, his lips in my hair as he fought to control his breathing. “Thank you so much.”

I smiled, curling into him, sated and secure, even though all we’d done was officially foreplay. “Will you make love to me tonight?” I asked, tracing a finger down his arm.

He lifted my chin and kissed the tip of my nose. “I’ve never made love to anyone before.”

My insides curled, warmed by the admission, knowing it was true. “Don’t worry, I’ll show you how.”






CHAPTER NINETEEN

Zane

Adorable.

I still hadn’t officially had sex with the woman beside me, but I’d never felt closer to anyone in my life. The way she had trusted me only minutes before changed something deep inside me.

“What time is it?” she asked. “As much as I don’t want to move right now, I also don’t want to miss dinner with Charles and Grace.”

I lifted my head just enough to see the bedside clock. Shit. We’d been laying here for over an hour. I groaned and rolled onto my back.

“Is that man-talk for ‘time to go?’” she asked, her voice teasing.

I grunted. “Me no want to go.”

She laughed. “Okay, Tarzan. Then you don’t get my making love lessons later.”

I practically leapt from the bed, earning another laugh from her, then dragged her to the bathroom where I turned on the shower.

“I don’t have any of my things here,” she reminded me as I pulled her under the warm water.

“Can you make do with the girly spa soaps the resort left for now?”

She poked me in the chest. “You really don’t understand females very well, do you?”

I snorted. “I know enough to make you explode, if I remember correctly.”

That earned me another poke in the chest, but also a cute little blush on her cheeks.

We showered, and I enjoyed washing her hair, listening to her moan in pleasure as I massaged her scalp. “How lucky I am that I’m your neighbor,” she said. “If I’d chosen the bungalow on the other side of Smith, we might never have met.”

“Fate is a funny thing. If I hadn’t been out on my deck, I might have never seen you.” Pushing her head back, I rinsed the shampoo out of her blonde hair, loving the feel and smell of it. When I brought her head back up, I couldn’t resist a little kiss.

I stopped when my cock twitched. We didn’t have time to do any more. There was dinner to get to, mafia shit to unravel. She smiled as she took the shampoo and washed my hair in return. I looked at her as she moved her hands through my hair.

I loved the way her eyes lifted at both sides just a bit, the tiny freckles covering the bridge of her nose. Her lips had the most perfect cupid’s bow right in the middle. Her teeth were white, straight, with a tiny gap between the middle ones. “Did you wear braces when you were a kid?”

She laughed and gave me a little you’re weird look. “I did. I was a member of the gap-toothed freckle-faced club as a kid.”

“I bet you were adorable.” She rinsed my hair, then poured body wash in her hand, washing my shoulders and chest, my arms. When my cock took notice, I grabbed the soap from her hands. “Better let me do that. If you raise the beast, we’ll never get to dinner.”

She grinned. “What about you? Have you always been this perfect?”

“God no. I was a gangly teenager with all knees and elbows. I wore glasses up until I was twenty-two when I had laser surgery. You would have found my retainer to wrangle my buck teeth in line especially attractive.”

She laughed. “Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately. I was a dork.”

The grin on her sweet lips made my heart ache, it was so cute. “I bet you were a cutie-pie.”

“I was not a cutie-pie. I didn’t fill out until I was nearly twenty. Only then did I begin to get some weight on me. And once that finally happened, I began to workout with a trainer. The retainer came off, my beaver teeth were a thing of the past. I got myself a haircut, taming the curly mess I inherited from my grandfather and became the man you see before you.”

“And what a man you became,” she purred as she ran her hands over my chest then over my shoulders, leaving them on my biceps. “A very beautiful man.”

“You’re making me blush.” I wasn’t blushing, I was excited and happy she found me so attractive. She made me feel more manly, more attractive, and sexier than I’d ever felt. I took her by the chin and pressed my lips to hers. “I bet we’d make some gorgeous kids.”

She opened her eyes and batted her long lashes at me. “You think so?”

I ran my hands down over her voluptuous breasts, over her round hips and pulled her close to me, flesh to flesh. “I think so. Well, maybe after retainers and braces and such.”

We laughed, and each moment we spent together made me like her even more. Underneath all the mystery, she was real, as contradictory as that sounded.

“We need to get ready,” she said, reaching to turn off the water.

I handed her a towel. “I know you’re right, but all I want to do is keep you naked, take you back to bed, get you on your knees, and—”

She put a finger to my lips. “Dinner. Stop talking, you’re killing me.”

Grabbing her wrist, I sucked a finger into my mouth, sucking gently. “You’re killing me too.” I took her face in my hands. “Let’s get dressed and get you wired, then the rest of the night will be ours.”

She nodded, and I kissed her softly, then stepped away so we could do what needed to be done. She slipped back into her clothes and escaped to her bungalow to finish her routine.

Fifteen minutes later, I was knocking on her door, then stepped inside when I heard her call out for me to, “Come in.”

I followed the sound of a hair dryer, then grinned as I stepped over shoes and a few dresses she’d clearly tried on and tossed aside. I found her in her bathroom, and my heart squeezed in my chest.

She was wearing a strapless sundress that fell just past her knees. There was nothing overly sexual about it, but the dark navy gauzy material was perfect on her.

I leaned against the doorjamb and watched her run some type of torture device through her hair, mildly concerned when steam spiraled up from her head. She met my gaze in the mirror. “It’s not fair that men have it so easy.”

Refraining from telling her I’d been ready ten minutes ago, I just grinned as I became familiar with her routine. Once her hair was straightened and some type of good smelling spray plastered on, she did some kind of magic to her eyes, sweeping on multiple colors that deepened and highlighted their natural beauty.

A sweep of some rose-colored powder on her cheek gave her a pretty glow while a darker bronze color was dotted strategically on her brow and jawline.

“Can I be perfectly honest with you?” I asked as she traced a coloring pencil around her lips.

“You can.” She filled in her lips like one would do color in a coloring book.

“I kind of like this spy thing.”

She raised a brow. “You do?”

“Yeah. I have a degree, but I never liked being behind a desk. Same with my parents’ company. It never caught my interest, and thank goodness, they never pressed me to become part of it.”

She turned to face me, a little tube of lip gloss in her hand. “Well, you might want to get past this first assignment before you make any life-altering plans.”

I grinned. “True, but so far, this is exciting. I think that’s what I’ve been looking for, you know? And who knows, maybe one day you and I can open a private eye business. A couple of super sleuths who save the world, one perp at a time.”

She turned to face the mirror again, smoothing the gloss over her lips. “Who knows? Anything could happen, I guess.”

“Would you be willing to give up photography to take this kind of thing up full time?”

She fastened a bracelet around her wrist, not meeting my eye, the smile sliding from her face. “We can talk about that. But not tonight. We need to hurry, and I’m not wired yet.”

“Let me do it.” I waggled my eyebrows at her, hoping to break the somber mood our conversation had thrust her in. “I just want to see how it works, of course.”

She rolled her eyes, the smile coming back. “You just want to play with my tits some more.”

“Maybe do a little of that too. They’re righteous. You can’t blame a man for taking every opportunity he can get to play with those babies.”

She checked herself one last time in the mirror. “Come on, Romeo.”

Back in the bedroom, I picked the wire up from the dresser. With a sly smile on her face, she pulled her top down, and I groaned as her breasts popped free. I looked at her naked tits and sighed, adjusting my pants. “I’m going in.”

She laughed and held out a hand. “I can do it if it’s going to make you uncomfortable.”

“No way.” I slapped her hand. “I like the way you make me feel uncomfortable.”

Together, we got her wired, although I was concerned about how it would feel when it was time for the tape to come off.

“You can kiss it and make it better later,” she promised me then groaned as I took her nipple in my mouth. “Focus,” she said, pulling the dress up and going back to the mirror to look for any sign of it showing through. “Perfect.”

I fist bumped her. “We’re a good team.”

The smile almost slid from her face again before she caught it and forced it on even brighter. Was she just nervous about tonight? Or nervous about us? I couldn’t tell, and now wasn’t the best time to have that conversation.

As she finished getting ready, I picked up her discarded clothes and hung them in her closet. It was then I noticed the sparse amount of clothing she had with her and made a mental note to surprise her with some new things from the local shops.

“Let’s go shopping tomorrow.”

“For what?”

“I’d love to see you in some bright colors.”

She looked down at the navy dress. “Are you saying I look dowdy?”

Oh. Shit.

I held out my hands. “No. You look fabulous. I just think some of the island colors would be gorgeous with your coloring.”

She didn’t look convinced. “I don’t need you buying me things, Zane.”

Women were evil.

“Get over it. I’m going to buy you lots and lots of things.”

She slid her feet into the same sandals she wore yesterday, and I made a mental note to add shoes to our shopping list.

“I can buy my own things.”

“I know you can buy your own things, but I want to. Isn’t that one of the pleasures of being a boyfriend?”

“I—” Sloane stopped arguing and tilted her head to one side.

“What?”

She held a finger to her lips and shook her head before walking into the living room. From outside, I heard someone giggle and Sloane reached for her purse.

“What?” I asked again.

Sloane rolled her eyes. “It’s her?”

“Who? Grace?” I got another eye roll. “How do you know?”

“The giggle is a dead giveaway.”

Another giggle, louder this time. “That?”

“Yes.” Sloane checked her dress. “Showtime. Are you ready?”

I took a deep breath and held out my arm. “Ready.”

As I opened the door, and we stepped through just before Charles and Grace passed by, I thought about our future after we left the island. We had a lot of things to plan out. I wasn’t letting this woman get away from me. No matter what.

But we had to get through this first. Get the information out of Charles, then I’d charter a private jet to get us the fuck out of there. Although I was excited about all of it, I knew I had to play it cool.

With a wave to Charles and Grace, our mission had begun.






CHAPTER TWENTY

Sloane

A star-filled sky hung over our heads as we walked with Charles and Grace to a bar for predinner drinks.

Nerves sizzled in my stomach, and I prayed I was doing the right thing. Before getting dressed, I’d checked in with Agent Matthews and had gotten approval to allow Zane to help me. My handler actually seemed impressed with my quick thinking and use of available assets.

But I still worried that I was doing the right thing, pulling a man I was beginning to care for into this mess. Before I disconnected with him, Matthews’s last warning was for me to make sure I controlled the situation. But the man by my side wasn’t making that easy.

He proved that once again as we sat at a small table, having drinks with the other couple. His lips rarely left my face and his hands were all over me. It wasn’t that I disliked it, I actually loved it. But it was making it hard on me to concentrate enough to make small talk that might get some much-needed evidence on Smith.

I tried to think as Zane nibbled my neck. “I’m a photojournalist. You’ve probably seen some of my work if you’ve read a newspaper in the last few years. What is it you do, Grace?” I thought working on her first might ease Charles’ mind for when I asked him about his occupation.

But Grace didn’t answer me, Charles did the talking for her. “My girl has no need to work. Taking care of me is her job.” He ran his arm around her and pecked her cheek. “Isn’t that right, doll?”

Grace pressed her hand against his chest as she looked at him with large, grateful eyes. “That’s right. My job is to take care of you.”

Zane’s hot breath moved past my ear. “I’m going to take care of you all night long.”

A shudder ran through me, followed by a tingle along my inner thigh where Zane’s fingers roamed under my dress. I took his hand, moving it just a bit, as being diddled under the table wasn’t a very ladylike thing to do. Plus, I had business to attend to, a thing Zane seemed to be forgetting as he pawed me.

After taking a moment to calm my heated body and wandering mind, I turned my attention to Smith. “What is it you do for a living, Charles?”

“My family has an Italian restaurant in Jersey.”

“Mmm… Italian is my favorite. What’s the name? I’d love to try it if I get to that area.”

Smith seemed to be enjoying the show of my smacking Zane’s hand away. Maybe the tactic was brilliant. After all, how could he ever expect that I was trying to get him to expose important information that would have him spending time in the pen when I was busy with my hands-on boyfriend?

“Rubio’s. It’s a pretty nice joint. You have to try my ma’s meatballs. Oh, Lord, but they are to die for.” He rubbed his belly as he thought about the food.

“I’ll do that. How long will you be on the island?” I pushed Zane’s hand down as it was creeping up my side. Holding it, I hoped that would keep it still for a while.

“As long as I want. I booked the place for two weeks. Some friends of mine are going to come for a few days sometime next week. Grace will be left alone while I spend some time with them. You guys should keep her entertained for me.” He eyed Zane. “Can you do that? Keep my girl entertained while I do a bit of business?”

“Absolutely. Anything for you.” Zane gave him a smile then nodded toward Grace. “You can hang with us. That’ll be fun.”

“That will be fun,” I added, smiling at Grace. My pulse had picked up speed at the news, as I I was confident that I knew who his buddies were. If I could get a date of their arrival, then I could call in the big boys to make the bust. “When are your friends coming?”

He shrugged. “Like I said, sometime next week. We don’t like to set dates and shit like that. We’re a bunch of fly by the seat of our pants kinds of guys.” He ran his hand over Grace’s cheek. “I don’t want my doll here to have to deal with my friends. Some of them are crude.”

I leaned up, resting my elbows on the table, feeling Zane’s fingers trail down my back as his lips pressed against my shoulder. “Why don’t you just blow them off if they’re not the kind of people you want around your girl?”

Charles snorted. “Not that easy cutting some people out of your life.”

I smiled. “Kind of like family.”

He laughed. “Exactly. Can’t get along with them. Can’t kill them. So what do you do?”

I lifted my glass to him. “You smile and deal with them the best you can?”

He clinked. “Exactly.”

Unsure of how far I should push him with questions, I decided to not press the visit further just now. Besides, I was beginning to worry about the recording device as I’d felt the tape tug a few times when Zane pulled me close to his side. I decided to check it.

“I’m going to visit the ladies’ room.”

I hoped Grace wasn’t one of those females who felt that no woman should ever pee alone. She apparently wasn’t because she stayed while I excused myself.

Zane smacked my ass before I could get away from the table. “Hurry back. I miss you already.”

I wasn’t sure if he was playing the part of a starry-eyed lover or if he really was one. Although I thrived on his attention, this much PDA was overboard, by a lot.

Once I got into the restroom, I made sure the wire was still in place before opening my purse to listen to the receiver. Tucking buds in my ears, I turned it on and spot-checked the track.

Heavy breathing.

Rustling clothes.

More heavy breathing.

Sexy whispers.

More sexy whispers.

Shit.

I could hear Smith talking, which was the most important part, but I was annoyed with the other sounds that seemed to take over the recording. The unprofessional sounds. I could never share this with Agent Matthews.

Disgusted with myself, I stuffed the receiver and earbuds back into my purse. This was my fault. I’d handed over control, and it had cost me.

Going back out, I found Zane waiting at the table for me alone. He stood when he saw me. “We’re going to meet them at the restaurant.”

I marched right past him. “You go eat with them. I’m too mad to eat.”

With one strong hand, he stopped me. “Hold on a minute. What the hell are you mad about?”

Looking around the bar, I knew this wasn’t the place. “Outside, come on.”

Even as I tried to take the lead to leave the bar, he wouldn’t let me. He took my hand and walked in front of me. As soon as we were out of earshot, he stopped and held me by my shoulders. “Now tell me what you’re so mad about. You have some good information. Someone he isn’t thrilled to be meeting is coming to see the man. Surely, we can get some pictures of him meeting the people. Maybe even find a way to plant a recording device on him or something like that. We have time to plan now. I can get anything we need sent to us.”

I was shaking, I was so mad. Mostly at myself. “Zane, the recording is useless. Thanks to your constant foreplay, all you can hear is your breathing, whispering, and my clothes rubbing the mic.”

His brows went up, and he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Shit. I didn’t think about that. I’m sorry.” He took me by the shoulders again and looked me in the eyes. “But we have information anyway. Don’t let that little mishap piss you off so much you don’t go to dinner.”

How could I tell him that I was mad as hell at myself and I had to figure out what the fuck I was doing? The professional agent in me was taking a back seat to the new girlfriend I’d become. I had to take some time to redirect myself.

“Look, my stomach hurts. I don’t feel well at all. I’m going to my place to take a hot bath.” I began to walk away.

He didn’t try to stop me. “I’m sorry, Sloane. I really am.”

“I know, Zane. I just need to be alone for a while.”

I looked over my shoulder and found him heading to the restaurant. I suppose he didn’t want to stand the other couple up. All I knew was that I needed to get on the phone with Matthews as quickly as possible and give him the information I did have.

The lost recording wasn’t the end of the world, but me losing the controlling hand was. Zane was such a powerhouse. I knew it would be next to impossible to get him to follow my lead.

I had to figure out what to do or end his involvement completely. Even if I did have to tell him he was falling for a liar. In the end, I was there to do a job, not fall in love.

As soon as I got into my bungalow, I called Agent Matthews.

“What do you have, Anderson?”

“Some of the rabbit’s friends will be coming to play sometime next week.” I explained the full conversation and that we’d been asked to babysit his girlfriend.

I fell back on the bed, feeling frustrated.

“You can’t get a date for us?”

“He said they don’t do dates and I doubt I’ll be given enough lead time to scramble a last minute team. If you send a few agents here early next week and have them stay for the whole week, I’m sure we could make an even bigger bust than we’d planned on.”

“You’re probably right. I’ll talk to my men and get a plan of action in place. How’s everything else going?”

“Fine,” I lied.

Everything wasn’t going fine. I’d lost control. But I wasn’t about to admit that to my boss. I’d work it all out. Even if it meant losing Zane.

“Okay. Keep your eye on the prize. It looks like you’ll be bringing home more than one bad guy, Anderson. Way to go. Way to use what you have available to you. I have to admit, you’ve surprised me. You’ve got a real gift there. With that sweet face and natural, innocent look, no one would believe you were filling them full of shit. You’re learning a lot from this mission.”

My gut twisted. “Thank you, sir. Over.” I put down the phone and hurried to the bathroom. I was going to be sick.

Sick of myself. Sick of being a paid liar. Sick of the fact I was going to hurt a man I was growing to care more and more for with each passing moment.

What do I do now?






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Zane

The wind picked up as I headed to the restaurant. I hurried to get inside and found Charles and Grace. Pulling my cell out, I laid it in my lap and turned on the recording app. I’d make it up to Sloane for fucking up the other recording.

“My apologies for taking so long. Sloane’s stomach was upset. She went back to the bungalow to rest. Have you two already ordered?”

“No, we were waiting for you guys.” Charles gestured to the waiter, and he came our way. “I’ll have the lobster. She’s having the Mahi.”

The waiter turned to me. “The shrimp sounds good. Thanks.”

He turned away, leaving us alone. The room was dimly lit, only candles were used to light the small restaurant. “I haven’t been in this one. It’s very romantic.”

“Yeah, it is.” Charles wrapped his arm around Grace, nuzzling her neck. “Too bad your girl is sick.”

“Yeah.” I rubbed my chin as I tried to think of questions that would have him repeating what he said at the bar. “When did you say your friends were coming?”

His eyes narrowed as he looked at me, and I knew I’d fucked up. Suspicion clouded his usually relaxed face. “Next week.”

Still, I pressed. “You don’t know what days, exactly?”

He shook his head. “No. Is there a problem?”

I sat back, trying to act nonchalant. “Not at all. I’m just a planner by nature and was thinking of what we can do with Grace while you’re busy. No big deal. We can wing it.”

Charles looked appeased but he hadn’t fully relaxed. Grace smiled and shifted in her seat. “Do you think we could do a bit of shopping?”

“That’s a great idea. In fact, I want to buy Sloane some clothes. You have amazing taste, so maybe you could help her pick some out.”

She clapped her hands and looked excited. “Yes. I love shopping. It’s my number one hobby. And I heard there are some great shops on the other islands too. We could go island hopping and take in all Maldives has to offer. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

“It does. We’ll make that our plan then. Shopping, it is.” I sat back, happy the conversation had taken a turn for the better but also a little worried about how we’d get any evidence on Charles if we were gone all day. I pushed that thought away. We had time to figure it all out. It was Friday, there were a few days before the new week would begin.

Our food arrived. Charles rubbed his palms together as he looked at the steaming lobster on his plate. “This looks great.”

I took the opportunity to ask another question as Charles cracked open the lobster claw and pulled out the white meat inside. “I’ve already forgotten the name of your family restaurant. Sloane seems keen on visiting and I don’t want to forget.”

He looked up from his meal, his eyes narrowed once more. “Rubio’s.”

I stabbed one of the shrimp on my plate and put it in my mouth. “Mmm.”

Grace nodded. “My fish is fantastic.”

“Everything’s good, huh?” Charles continued to eye me.

“Perfect.” I felt a certain amount of ominous weight with his eyes on me. There was a definite shift in the vibe Charles was giving off.

Unspoken threats seemed to radiate off him.

Had I asked too many questions? Seemed too eager? I was way out of my wheelhouse after all.

Trying to lighten the mood and take his mind elsewhere, I changed the subject. “Have you all been to Texas? I’ll be visiting there next month. Heard they have amazing barbeque.”

“I can’t stand barbeque.” Charles looked grim. “Sorry. My stomach is beginning to hurt too.” He got up and pushed his chair in. “Excuse me.”

My balls tightened. “Hope it passes soon.” But I doubted he heard me because he was already walking away. Grace shrugged and tucked back into her dinner. “Thank God, my tummy feels fine. You feeling okay, Zane?”

“I’m good. Maybe it’s a little bug going around. I don’t think it’s the food.” I popped another shrimp into my mouth. The truth was, mine was beginning to bother me too. I knew it was nerves though. Just like Sloane’s nerves had gotten to her. Was that Charles’ problem too?

A nervous mafia man seemed like a dangerous thing, much the same way they said to stay away from a dog who appeared to be afraid. They tended to bite without thinking.

Would Charles bite without thinking too?

“You know what, I better go see if he’s okay. I’ll be right back, Grace.”

She gave me a nod as I got up and left the table, tapping the pause button on the app. I went in the direction Charles had gone. Finding the bathroom, I opened the door. He wasn’t in the men’s room.

Where was he?

Looking around, I could see in the kitchen and a screen door led outside. Could he have gone outside? Only one way to find out.

The busy cooks didn’t seem to notice me as I walked through the kitchen and out the back door. Staying close to the wall, I moved slowly, listening intently.

“Hey, I might have a problem here.” It was Charles.

I froze.

“No, no, nothing like that. It’s this couple. They’re asking a lot of questions. The guy seems jittery.”

Shit.

“Of course, I haven’t told them anything.”

But he had told us something. He’d told us both something that could pose a problem for him if he found out we weren’t who we told him we were.

“The chick is almost too smooth. You know the type.”

I frowned, listening harder.

“She exhibits signs of being a government agent. I just want to be careful is all.”

A government agent?

Could Sloane be more than just helping out her friend? Was anything she said true?

“Her name is Sloane Anderson. See if you can find out who she really is. And don’t fall for the photojournalist thing. It’s probably a cover.”

I was stupefied the man knew so much about her. When had she told him all that? Or had I just not been paying attention?

“No, you know I don’t carry a gun. I hate those things.”

My knees went weak with the mention of a gun. This was getting real.

“If you find out she’s an agent, you’ll have to send someone to shut her up. Permanently. That’s outside my pay scale.”

My heart was pounding so hard, I began to worry he might hear it. He was asking for someone to come and kill the woman I was falling in love with.

Love?

Yes, I was falling. Hard. In love with a government agent. A professional liar.

I shook my head. Was anything she said or did with me the truth?

“The guy? No, he’s an heir to some candy fortune. He’s probably nothing. If I’m right about her being an agent, I’m sure she’s using him. He’s one of those playboy guys. I’m sure she scooped him up upon arrival so she could get an in with me.”

He saw right through everything, and I saw through nothing.

I was a fool. Blind.

My damn heart squeezed as I went through the past few days in my mind. Maybe I’d find out she didn’t care about me. Hell, she might not even like me.

But what about our heat? Our chemistry?

As an agent, could she be trained to make men feel more for her? I bet there was a training program just for that. Fuck Men Over 101.

God, I felt stupid.

“I just sent you a picture of her and the guy, his name’s Zane Boyd. I wouldn’t fuck around and kill him, even on accident. His family has lots of money to look for his killer. We don’t need that kind of heat on us.”

There it was. I was safe only because my family was rich. But Sloane was their target. And nothing I could say to Charles would stop that. No amount of physical threats to him would work to stop what he’d started.

And it was all my fault.

No matter how much Sloane had lied to me, she didn’t deserve to die. My foolishness could cost her dearly. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

I wouldn’t allow it to happen.

Barely breathing, I listened to Charles finish the call and walk away. I needed to get to Sloane and get her to the airport. I’d put her ass on a private jet and get her as far away from the island as possible.

Would I go with her?

I shook my head to clear it. Our relationship, fake or not, wasn’t a thing I should even be thinking about. Sloane’s safety was all that mattered. I had to get her to safety.

If what Charles Smith said was true, I wasn’t sure which agency she worked for. CIA? FBI? Did it even matter? All that mattered was her making it out of this situation alive.

I eased back into the kitchen and saw one of the men looking at me. “You can’t be in here.”

“I’m not staying.” I hurried out, feeling lightheaded.

Grace was still eating when I sat down again. As much as I wanted to get to Sloane, I knew I didn’t need to fuck things up any worse than they were. I thought it would be best if I was sitting there if Charles came back. I didn’t need to raise his suspicions further. “How’s he doing?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t find him. Maybe he went outside.” I couldn’t bring myself to eat another bite. “You know, maybe there is a bug going around. I don’t feel like eating either.”

“I hope that bug doesn’t get me.” She took the last bite just as Charles came back to the table.

I sat there, smiling directly into the eyes of the man who’d just ordered a hit on the woman I cared for. It was the hardest thing I ever had to do. All I wanted to do was reach across that table and choke him to death. But even that wouldn’t stop them from coming for her.

The truth was, I didn’t know what would stop them from coming for her. But I’d do everything in my power to stop it from happening. It was all my fault after all.

“You feeling better?”

“Lots.” He began to dig into the lobster again. “My appetite is back with a vengeance.”

“Good for you.” I clenched my jaw as my hands fisted in my lap. I pressed them to my stomach instead.

“Zane said his stomach is hurting now.” Grace wiped her mouth with the white linen napkin then laid it over her plate. “I hope I don’t get whatever is bothering you guys.”

She didn’t have to worry about getting a thing. She was safe. And so was I. The only two in jeopardy were the people we were with. I’d make damn sure Charles got what was coming to him. And I’d move Heaven and Earth to make sure Sloane never got hurt.

“Yeah, you’re not lookin’ so good.”

My stomach somersaulted, and I lurched to my feet. “I should go. See you guys later.”

“Bye, Zane,” came Grace’s cheery voice. “Hope you feel better.”

“Tell Sloane we hope she gets to feeling better. I hate that she’s sick.” The bastard actually sounded concerned.

I couldn’t even look back at him, fearing I’d dive for him and kill the man with my bare hands. “I’ll let her know. Night.”

I walked out into the dark night. The winds had picked up even more, and I could hear the waves breaking on the shore. Lightning flashed in the distance, accentuating my mood. There was a storm growing inside me. A storm of emotions that would spin into a tornado the likes of which no one had ever seen.

My woman was in danger, and it was all because of me.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Sloane

After a glass of wine and a soak in the tub, I wasn’t feeling any better about things. Padding across the bedroom floor, I went to get a robe out of the closet just as someone began to pound at my door.

I sighed. I had no doubt as to who was there. And I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want to lie to his face. I just…

Just what?

The knocking came again, and I peeked out the window. Yes, it was Zane, the wind whipping his hair into a frenzy of dark curls. I pressed my forehead against the door.

“I’m not feeling well. I’m afraid our plans have to wait.”

“Let me in now. What I have to say can’t wait.”

Cocky, arrogant, take charge bastard.

“No, Zane. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow might be too late. Let me in. You’ve been found out.”

My stomach dropped. My legs threatened to give out.

I’d been found out?

By who?

I blew out a long breath to steady myself before opening the door. Before I could react, Zane swept me up into his arms and kicked the door closed. “Baby, I’m so fucking sorry. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I had no idea. None.”

I pushed at his chest. “Put me down and explain, please.”

He did as I asked, and I walked on shaky legs to sit on the sofa. He got on his knees in front of me and pulled out his cell. “I turned on the app. It caught the whole thing.” He played it for me.

The suspicious was clear in Charles’ voice.

“You shouldn’t have asked him the same questions, Zane.” I ran my hand over my forehead as it began to ache.

“I know. I’m so sorry.” He was visibly upset.

I listened more and heard Grace asking about shopping. Going on a shopping spree.

Was Zane upset because he believed we wouldn’t be in the vicinity to catch Charles red-handed?

“Are you—”

“Shh… keep listening.”

Charles excused himself and then Zane did too.

He looked sick, a pale green color filtered into his face. I’d never seen a grimmer expression.

As I listened to footsteps, Zane took my hands and looked into my eyes as I heard the rest of the recording.

Charles called a hit on me.

Even though he only suspected me to be an agent, he’d called the hit anyway.

I listened long enough to find out that Zane wasn’t in danger. His rich family would be too big of a hindrance if anything happened to him. But I was marked.

“I’ll keep you safe, Sloane. No one will ever get through me to get to you. And I’m getting you the fuck out of here now. Pack your things. This is all my fault. I don’t care about you lying to me. I don’t care about a thing except your safety.” He got up, pulling me up too. “We have to hurry.”

My mouth had gone dry. With my hand still shaking, I pulled open the mini-fridge and found a bottle of water. Opening it, I took a long drink.

I turned to Zane, who was staring at me. “Okay, here it is. This is the truth. I’m an FBI agent. I was sent here to watch Smith. I’m sorry for lying to you. Using you. And I’m sorry I got you into this.”

He tried to pull me into his arms, but I pushed him away. “I’m the one who’s sorry.”

I needed to think.

“Don’t take this on yourself, Zane. I’ve made many mistakes on this mission. I shouldn’t have left you with them. I shouldn’t have lost control. I shouldn’t have…”

Fallen for you.

“I fucked it all up, Sloane. Let me take the blame that’s rightfully mine to take.” He pushed past my resistance and pulled me to his chest. “Don’t blame yourself. You were just doing your job.”

“And I did a piss poor job of it. I let you take control when I knew better than to do that. You have to let me go. I have to call my supervisor to let him know what’s happened.”

He let me go but followed me. “Tell them I can get you out of here. I can hire a private jet, whatever it takes.”

I turned on him. He didn’t get it. “I have to do what they want me to do, Zane. I don’t tell them, they tell me.” I picked up my cell to make the call that would earn me a temporary suspension and a new identity. This wasn’t good.

Zane took me by the shoulders, and if the look on his face hadn’t been so hurt, so sincere, I would have kicked him in the balls to get him out of my way. The thing was… he was sincere, the concern plastered over his expression.

“First, I want this out in the open. Sloane Anderson, I’m falling in love with you.”

I was frozen. “Zane… I…”

Did I love him? I wouldn’t tell the man even one more lie. I had to dig deep. Think about it. He made me feel more than any man ever had. If we’d met any other way, I’d have already been telling him the words right back. But we had started on lies.

I blew out a breath, my heart throbbing in my throat. “How can you say that, knowing how much I lied to you?”

“Because I understand why you did. And I also understand the truths. Your eyes, your body didn’t lie. This connection between us didn’t lie.” He took my face in his hands. “Can you ever forgive me for putting you in danger the way I have?”

I wrapped my hands around his wrists but didn’t pull his hands away. “I keep telling you, this is my fault, not yours. I don’t have to forgive you since I’ve never blamed you for it. The fact is, it comes with the job. I knew that. I knew not going by the book would be dangerous. I did it anyway.”

My face burned as emotion crept into my eyes, my sinuses.

“Sloane—”

“Let me finish. I did it because making you happy is all I can think about. Keeping you near me is all I want. And I think that means that I’m falling for you too.”

A tear fell and he wiped it away with his thumb. “Sweetheart, I—”

I squeezed his wrists. “Please, just let me talk. Thinking past this current situation, I have no idea what the FBI is going to do with me now. Maybe put me in hiding, maybe change my identity.” How could a heart hurt so much and still function? “God, how badly I wish things were different.”

He took my hand, kissing each fingertip. “Me too. If something crazy happens and we’re split up somehow, promise me you’ll meet me right back here in exactly one year.”

Such a romantic, foolish man.

“And what if we’re not split up? Then what?”

“Then I’m whisking you away with me to another part of the world where American mafia thugs will never find you. I’ll take care of you forever and keep you safe with me.”

He looked so sincere, in this moment.

“That sounds nice.” And it did sound nice, even though I knew how impossible it was. Did he understand that his idea meant that he’d never see his family again? Or that his family might be placed in great danger if the mafia believed they knew our location.

Better not to bring that up just yet. I had the next twenty-four hours to live through.

One day at a time.

One hour at a time.

Zane kissed me.

One minute at a time.

When our kiss ended, I could barely breathe. “I love you, Sloane.”

“I love you, Zane.”

It didn’t feel like a lie.

I stepped away. “I need to make that call.”

With a nod, he let me go. I hated that my fingers trembled as I pressed the buttons on the secure satellite phone.

“Matthews here.”

“Sir, I’ve been found out and marked for a hit.”

“Shit. What the hell happened?”

“I made mistakes. Too many of them.”

Zane took a seat and held his head in his hands, his guilt swirling back to land on his shoulders. I wished like hell he could stop feeling that way. I was the agent. He didn’t have the training I did. How was he to know how to act?

“Are you in immediate danger, Anderson?”

“No, sir. I have a recording of Smith calling the hit. He says he doesn’t have a gun and doesn’t like getting his hands dirty. I’m sure men will be flying in to do the job.”

“Secure that recording. We can use that against Smith too. Calling a hit on a federal agent carries stiff penalties. As for you, I’ll have to confer with a few people about what we’ll do with you.”

“I understand, sir.” My head hurt as I felt the disappointment he was feeling, right through the phone.

“For now, you’re safe. How are you preparing for the storm?”

I stiffened. Hell, what else had I missed?

“Storm?”

He cursed. “There’s a tropical storm skirting around the Indian Ocean in that general area. Airports are still open, but they’re on high alert and will close if the storm turns your way. You haven’t heard?”

“No, sir. The island staff haven’t mentioned this, and I’ve not focused on the local news.”

Zane stood up and came to my side, listening in. His brows were furrowed as he pinched the bridge of his nose in aggravation. It was as if we kept getting one hit after another.

“The resort staff is probably waiting for the storm to turn too. They wouldn’t want to start evacuations too early. Wouldn’t want to hurt their Yelp rating.”

At least Matthews was joking. That was a good sign.

“I’ll contact the office and learn the details, sir.”

“And I’ll see what I can do to close the airport.”

“Sir?”

“We can’t get to you, but neither can the hit men. With the weather, we may lose the ability to communicate. You are to sit tight. When it’s possible, we’ll send in a team to bring you home safely.”

Zane scowled at me. “Tell him.”

“Sir, as soon as the weather permits, Zane Boyd has said he can charter a jet to—”

“No. No more civilian involvement. And Anderson?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You and this man, is there anything I should know?”

I couldn’t look at Zane. “No, sir.”

“Good. Falling in love isn’t part of the job, Anderson. Better you learn that now. Over.”

“Yes, sir. Over.”

Zane heard what my boss had said, and he smiled as he took the sat phone out of my hand, placing it on the table. Softly, he cupped my chin, drawing me to him. “As if we could’ve stopped that from happening.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Zane

Her blue eyes sparkled, her lips curved into a smile. “I think you’re right. We should blame fate for what we’ve found. But we have a few things in our way right now. Maybe if we turn on the television, we can see if there’s any news on this storm.” Slipping out of my arms, Sloane picked up the remote and turned on the small television.

I hadn’t turned one on the entire time I’d been in Maldives. There were so many other things to watch. The gentle waves, the birds, the clouds as they drifted across the blue sky. Then Sloane showed up, taking the rest of my attention.

She took a seat on the sofa, and I took one next to her as she channel surfed until she found something with a map on it. Some red areas dotted the map, and sure enough, they seemed to be spinning in a circular motion. “So that’s what he was talking about.” I ran my arm along the back of the sofa and watched the screen.

English words ran along the bottom of the screen as the broadcast was in Dhivehi, the language most natives of the islands spoke. North Malé Atoll had a chance of being missed altogether. Evacuation might not become necessary.

Sloane nodded as she watched the screen. “Looks like it could miss us.” She looked at me. “Don’t you think so too?”

“Maybe. But these things can turn on a dime. We’re not in the clear yet. I better head up to the main lobby in the morning to talk to someone about what kinds of precautions they’re taking. It’s still far enough away we won’t need to act until the morning.”

Leaning against me, she turned her face to gaze up at me. “You don’t know how good it feels to have the truth out to you, Zane. It was eating at me, like a cancer. I was positive you’d never be able to trust me and want to stop seeing me.”

I kissed her forehead. “Never. It was your job. I understand.”

But there was a bit of a niggle in my brain, telling me she was an excellent liar. Could she actually be trusted?

“The thing is, for the first time, I hated that part of my job. I hated the lying, and I hated how good I was getting at it.” She rested her head on my chest, running her hand up and down my arm. “I haven’t felt like a very nice person since I met you.”

Pressing my lips to the top of her head, I ran my hand down her back. “It’s okay. I know everything now, and I’m not mad or holding anything against you. I’m going to be with you every moment to make sure you’re okay.”

She sighed heavily and looked up at me, her brows furrowed. “Really? Even now that you know I’m a trained FBI agent, you still don’t see that I’m capable of taking care of myself?”

I kissed the wrinkle on her forehead. She had a point. I was acting like a sexist pig.

“It’s a conundrum.”

She laughed. “What is?”

“You bring out the protective nature in me, but it’s not because I don’t think you’re capable. I…” I kissed the wrinkle again. “I just want to take care of you. I want to feed you, buy you nice things, make you laugh, keep you safe.”

The wrinkle smoothed out on its own as she relaxed against me again. “The funny thing is, I like the idea of all that. For the most part.”

I chuckled. “I suggest you get over it.”

Her head popped back up, the wrinkle reappearing. “Get over it?”

“Yep.”

“Really?”

“Uh-huh.”

I should have read the teasing in her eyes for the warning that it was, but when she moved around to straddle my lap, all I could see was how her robe was opening just a bit, exposing more of her luscious cleavage.

Then I was freaking paralyzed as she did something to my base of my neck. Then my face was in the cushion, my arm twisted behind my back.

This little one-hundred-and-twenty-pound woman had just taken me down in a blink.

She leaned close to my ear. “In addition to being highly trained with weapons, I know how to disable men three times stronger than me. I know exactly where to punch, hit, kick, and pinch. I can throw knives expertly and shoot a target from fifty yards.”

I tried to fight back, I really did. But I was down, and her soft chuckle proved it.

“Okay… you’ve made your point.”

She let me go and stood up, backing away. She looked pretty satisfied with herself.

As well she should.

It was embarrassing to admit that it took me a good minute to get up, but whatever she did to my neck was brutal. Plus, I was exaggerating the pain a little bit, and her self-satisfied smirk turned to concern.

“Are you okay?”

I rubbed my neck. “I’m not sure.”

She grumbled something that sounded like, “Big baby,” but she headed over to check me out.

Bingo.

She shrieked as I swept her up, pinning her to my chest, her arms clamped to her slides. Bright lights exploded as she rammed her forehead against mine, but I didn’t go down.

This was war.

She was giggling, not that annoying sound I hated, but this one held a musical quality as I ran with her to the bedroom. She was still struggling as I pinned her beneath me and yanked her robe open. She made a sound, half rage, half desperation. Then, somehow, I was on my back and she was off the bed, an evil grin on her face. A pillow was in her hand.

This was fun.

I lunged, and the pillow whacked me in the side of the head. Damn, she was strong for such a little thing. I lunched again, took another pillow to the face. I didn’t let it stop me and soon had her pressed against the wall.

“I’ve got you now.”

She grinned and reared up under me, looking for another head butt, connecting with my chin instead. My teeth slammed together, narrowly missing my tongue. She was like trying to hold onto a tornado as she twisted, trying for an uppercut now. I grabbed her wrists and slammed her arms against the wall.

“Don’t make me hurt you.”

It was the wrong thing to say.

I felt her lift her knee but pressed harder into her, blocking the blow. My cheek pressed against hers, and god, her smell. The scent of her shampoo now mixed with the hot sweat of her efforts to combine into a wild alchemy that drove me crazy.

Her chest was heaving, her breasts pressed to my chest. I let go of her wrists and took her face in my hands, our breath heating the air between us.

I kissed her. At first, she tried to twist her head away, then she was kissing me back, nearly attacking me with her mouth. I squeezed her breast, one hand running down to cup her ass, pulling her against my rock-hard cock.

She moaned. Or maybe I did. I wasn’t sure. I didn’t care.

She fumbled with the buttons of my shirt, gave up, and ripped it apart. Buttons flew as she shoved it from my shoulders then her hands were on me, her nails raking down my chest.

Her skin was smooth, hot and damp from exertion, and she was kissing me so hard, I thought our lips might split. When she reached for my pants, I spun her around until she faced the wall.

She started to struggle again, but I captured her wrist and held it behind her back.

“Tell me you want me,” I growled as I pushed the robe off her shoulders, letting her go just long enough for it to hit the floor. Her panties were wet, and I wrapped the fabric around my hand and tore them away. She snapped her head back, catching me on the jaw. I saw stars, but it didn’t stop me. I pushed my entire body against hers, pressing her to the wall, my lips on the side of her face. “Tell me that you need me.”

She was panting. “Need. Want. You.”

It was enough.

I reached down and began to touch her. She closed her eyes and groaned. My fingers sank into her wetness, her body clamping down as I stroked deep within her, twisting my knuckles until I found the rough patch I sought.

She cried out as I stroked, my lips at her ear. “You’re mine, Sloane.” She tried to fight back but I stroked her harder, deeper. “Say it.”

“Yours.”

It was a whisper that turned into a wail as her body shook and trembled violently with her orgasm. I grinned in satisfaction and pulled her away from the wall and to the bed. I bent her over it, pinning her upper torso down with my hand.

“That’s right,” I said, fumbling with my pants. My erection sprang up like spring-loaded granite. I quickly kicked the pants aside. No way was I going to deal with my little vixen with my trousers pooled around my ankles. “Mine.”

She was sobbing now, her hands clenching the sheets, and I felt a moment of hesitation.

Had I taken our game too far? Was it no longer a game? I didn’t know.

“Sloane…?”

Her eyes popped open, and she pressed back into me. “Don’t you dare stop now, you bastard.” She words were gasped but the message was clear. Still holding her down, I touched her again. Still hot. Still wet. Her pussy lips were swollen and ready for me. “Do it,” she gasped. “Fuck me, Zane. Hard. Please.”

With a growl, I kicked her feet farther apart, then wiped some of her hot wetness onto my cock. Her pussy devoured me as I entered her in one smooth motion, my hips smacking her smooth ass cheeks.

Her gasp echoed through the room, and my heart hammered in my skull, pounding at my temples. God, she was tight. Her muscles pulsing around me like a fist. This wasn’t exactly how I imagined our first time being, but for us, it was perfect.

I began to move, watching my cock slide in and out of her. Some part of my mind screamed that I hadn’t used a condom, but the bigger part of me just didn’t care. She was mine, and if we made a baby together, it would just be one more thing for me to love.

Sloane began to sob again, and again, I couldn’t tell if it was from pain or ecstasy. The tears streaming from her eyes confused it even more.

I leaned over her, pressing my lips to her ear. “Sloane…?”

“Don’t stop.” Her voice was a whisper, and I didn’t trust it at all.

I pushed her hair from her face. Pulling out, I turned her until she was facing me. “Baby, did I hurt you? What’s wrong?”

“No.” She pulled at my arms, pulling me down onto her, wrapping her legs around my waist. “I need you inside me. Please.”

We both moaned as I connected us again. This was better. I could kiss her now, taste her tears. I could feel her breasts rock against my chest as I moved. Watch her eyes.

“I love you, Sloane,” I said against her lips.

Her eyes had never been so lovely as she said, “I love you too.”

That was it, I realized.

She hadn’t only been fighting me. She had been fighting herself. Fighting what had been happening between us.

I surged forward, my core and ass clenching and releasing with each profound stroke. My mouth found hers, our tongues tangling together.

As I made love to her now, I forgot who she was. Who I was. I forgot why we were there.

There was only our bodies connecting, the heat building, the sound of our skin slapping together in a rhythm as old as time itself.

A loud groan filled the room. It came from me. Or her. I didn’t care and it didn’t matter. All that mattered were her eyes, and the way she was looking at me as I drove her trembling body to the edge of pleasure.

“Zane…”

Her lips kept moving, but they said words I couldn’t hear. Her legs trembled, her core pulsed, and she began to come.

She dragged me over the edge with her, my body fusing to hers as my legs, my balls, my gut was seized by my own climax. Through it all, I felt her coming, heard her coming, watched her come beneath and around me. Nothing had ever been so explosive in my life.

Finally, it subsided, and I eased down on top of her, supporting some of my weight with my elbows. Our lips touched, but we didn’t kiss. Neither of us had the breath. We stayed like that as our sweat began to dry, our pulse returning to normal.

“I’m sorry.”

She laughed and wrapped me tighter to her. “For what? Giving me my most intense sexual experience of my life?”

Confession time. “I didn’t wear a condom. I was already inside you and—”

She kissed me. “It’s okay. I’m on the pill. And I get tested every six months. I’m good.”

I relaxed against her. I was OCD when it came to condoms and had never, ever had sex without one. Until now. “I test every three. And it’s been longer than that since I’ve been with someone.”

Her nose scrunched up. “Really?”

I pressed my forehead against hers, careful of my weight. “Yeah, really. I know how it appeared the day you arrived, but I was seriously getting ready to kick them out.”

She didn’t look convinced, so I just kissed her again. And again. And again.

Easing the kiss, I pressed our foreheads together again. “Sloane, I respect the shit out of you. Never doubt that for one moment. I know you can take care of yourself, but you don’t have to do it alone anymore. I’m here. I’m your man. Use me. Let me stand by your side.”

Her fingers moved through my hair as she gazed at me. “You’re my man.” A long sigh escaped her. “Wow.”

I began to swell inside her again. “My thoughts exactly. Wow. My girl is one hot as hell woman who also happens to be a badass.”

She smiled, and her internal muscles clamped down on my hardening cock. “You think I’m a badass? You beat me.”

I flexed my hips. “Only because you didn’t want to hurt me bad.”

Her face grew serious, even as I began to move inside her again. “I don’t want you hurt.”

I kissed the tip of her nose. “I don’t want to be hurt, but I’m not leaving you. Hear me?”

She nodded and sighed as I plunged harder into her. “Can we talk about this later?”

I laughed and got to work, making love to her in earnest. “Yeah. Later.”

When we were both sated again, our bodies curled around the other, she sighed. “Your little badass is feeling pretty weak right now. I suppose the shock and disappointment of being found out have gotten to me.” She rested her head on my chest, and I could feel the weight she was carrying around.

She had a job to do, and because of me, she’d been unable to accomplish it. Even worse, she’d been found out.

A blast of wind rattled the window, a reminder that we had even more things to worry about. Sloane shivered, and I wasn’t sure if it was from a chill or thoughts about what we were facing. I pulled the blanket over us both anyway.

She drummed her fingers on my chest, her breath warm against my skin. “Zane, I want you to know you’re the nicest man I’ve ever met.”

I laughed. “I’m pretty sure I just mauled you twice. We probably have bruises.”

She laughed too. “I think I might have a concussion. You have a really hard head.”

I kissed her hair. “How about you stop ramming your head into it? Can we agree to that?”

She snuggled closer. “Maybe. I kind of liked you going all alpha on me.” My cock jerked against her stomach, and her eyes snapped open. “No. Not again. I need to be able to walk.”

I grinned. “I haven’t had your ass yet.”

She poked me in the ribs. “And you never will.”

“Never say never.”

She snorted and settled down against me again. I thought she was falling asleep when she looked up at me. “Zane?”

“Yeah?”

“What if they have to put me into hiding?”

“Then I guess I’ll be making love to you in some cave.” She laughed, softer this time, still worried. I kissed her forehead. “Let’s don’t think about that right now. We’ll worry about things as they happen.”

I was a little worried about her being taken into hiding too. I had no idea how that would work for us. My hope was that the other agents would arrive, capture the assassins, and Sloane would be free to live her life as usual.

Her usual life was more than a bit unusual though. When I thought about our future before, it involved living with a photographer. Maybe even forming a private investigating company together. Now I was looking at a relationship with a woman who’d have to go on dangerous missions and do God only knew what for her job.

It wasn’t a thing that was settling well with me. Would this threat against Sloane’s life make her want to end her career as an agent?

I could only hope it would. I knew enough about people to know a person would have to have strong convictions to work for the FBI. It would have to be a passion of sorts. No one put their lives in danger without having a passion for something bigger than themselves.

As her breathing grew slow and steady, I stared at the ceiling.

Could I live with Sloane if she stayed in her current job?

Or would it eventually end us?






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Sloane

As if I could feel a change in the atmosphere, I woke with a start. I heard no wind. I saw no white-capped waves as I sat up and looked outside.

Maybe the storm would pass us.

Zane was still asleep in the early morning light. A shadow of whiskers had shaded his face during the night. Unruly dark waves crested his head. With his massive chest uncovered, I ran my hand over the tattoo on his chest.

Doves.

A stark contrast to the warrior on his arm. But they also complemented the other. To me, the message was simple: Fight if needed, but live in peace otherwise.

It made sense. And it was how I thought he lived his life. Such a different man than I first thought him to be. He had stepped up, ready to fight my battles for me.

I sighed and pressed my lips to his skin.

The truth was, although I was capable of fighting my own battles, having Zane at my side was nice. The only thing I worried about with us was my job. The more I thought about it, the more I felt like Zane wouldn’t be able to handle me going into dangerous situations. Not without him anyway.

I loved my job. I loved all of it. The research, the hunt, the fight, the chase, but especially the capture. Would I put something I’d worked so hard for behind me for a man?

Sleepy eyes opened and looked at me. “Hey.”

I smiled at him, my heart squeezing in my chest. “Hey.”

His hand moved to take my arm in a loose grip. “Good morning.”

I ran my hand over his cheek, the whiskers like sandpaper against my hand. “Good morning to you and your morning stubble.” I pressed my lips to his cheek and marveled at the way it felt.

His foot ran up my leg. “Seems you have some stubble yourself. I love it too.”

I laughed. “Seems we need a shower and a shave, doesn’t it?”

He snuggled me down into the crook of his arm. “Hear that?”

I listened. “You mean the sound of no wind?”

“I mean the sound of no birds.” He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “I need to get up to the main resort and find out what’s happening with that storm. Things are a little too quiet.” He hopped out of bed, then pulled me behind him, making me squeal. “But first we shower.”

After a nice hot shower together, which Zane kept surprisingly chaste, we were heading out to check on the weather. “Shhh…”

Zane stopped. “Shhh what?”

I pointed through the trees. It was Charles and Grace. They were walking behind a man who was carrying their luggage.

“Where are they going?” I wondered out loud. Zane growled, his gaze narrowing on the man. I elbowed him in the ribs. “You have to act nice, remember? We know nothing. We have to pretend we’re unaware of what he’s done.”

He growled again but nodded in agreement. “I know. Believe me, I know. But you have no idea how much I hate that man. I could rip his head right off.”

I was sure he could too. With a shiver, I remembered how easily he’d held me down. “Let’s get to the main office and see what we can find out.”

With one last growl in Charles’ direction, he followed the path to the office. Once inside the main lobby, tension filled the room. For a tropical island, the staff were moving faster than usual.

“Hello. Mr. Zane and Miss Sloane. We were just about to send messages out to you.”

“About the tropical storm?”

“Yes.”

Zane gestured to the organized chaos. “What’s the latest news, Marcus? Are we a direct hit?”

“Oh, no, no, no.” Marcus looked relieved. “Not directly. But the outer edge will pass over us. That means a storm surge, lots of rain, high winds. That sort of thing. No problem.”

It wasn’t much of a relief to me. It still sounded pretty bad. “So, what do we need to do?”

“We’ll move you into the main resort. The rooms are small, not like what you have out there. But you’ll be perfectly safe in them.” He looked down at our joined hands and smiled. “Will you need two rooms or just one?”

Zane was quick to respond. “One. We’ll go back and pack our things so they can be brought up.” He placed a roll of cash in the man’s hand. “See that we don’t have to wait in these lines. And make sure our room is well stocked.”

Marcus’ grin was huge. “Not a problem, Mr. Zane. All the rooms are being stocked as we speak. I will be sure yours has more of the creature comforts you like. Wines, cheeses, fruits, and Scotch will be added to your room. Once the alarm sounds, then no one can leave their rooms. We have to do that to make sure no looting occurs. Once the storm is over, another alarm will sound, and then you can come out of your rooms. I’ll send a man to get your things in thirty minutes. You come find me, and I’ll take you to your room, personally.”

“Are there any books?” Books were my creature comfort.

Marcus’ eyebrows raised nearly to his hairline. “Pardon?”

“Books. I love to read, and if we’re cooped up in our room for a day or two, I’d love to—”

Zane’s arm came around me. “Baby, I won’t let you get bored.”

I felt the blush creep from my neck and paint its way over my face. Marcus just laughed. “I will see, Miss Sloane.”

Once he was gone, I elbowed Zane in the ribs. He oomphed out a breath. “You really have got to stop hitting me.”

I batted my eyelashes at him. “Foreplay.”

He laughed and spread his arms wide. “Then consider me your punching bag.”

“Come on, Rocky. I’ll check in with Matthews to let him know what’s happening. Then pack my things and we’ll come back here together.”

“I’m not leaving you alone.” The stern look he shot my way only served to piss me off.

I stopped walking and waited for him to face me. “Look, we have very little time and tons to get done. We need to pack everything, be prepared for anything.” When Zane’s nostrils flared, I threw up my hands. “For heaven’s sake. I’ll be next door. I’ll screech and scream your name if I need you and you can come running over to save me if needed.”

His mouth quirked. “Screech?”

How can I ever stay mad at him?

I just rolled my eyes and linked my fingers through his, but he still seemed to hesitate as we got to my door. I stood by with my arms crossed over my chest while he went in and inspected each room, even going so far as to look under the bed.

“Satisfied?” I asked once he was finished.

He yanked me against his chest and grabbed my ass in both hands, pressing me to him. “Ask me that later?”

No. I’ll never be able to stay mad at him.

“Okay, Tarzan. Get to work.”

He kissed me, then rubbed his nose against mine. “I’m sorry for being overprotective.”

I rubbed my nose against his. “Thank you for apologizing. It takes a big man to admit when he’s being an ass.”

He gave my ass a nice hard smack. “Screech if you need me.”

I watched him walk out, feeling all ooey gooey inside, but the moment I unlocked the safe and pulled out the satellite phone, I got serious again.

Pulling out my suitcase, I started packing as the call connected.

“Matthews here.”

“We’ve been asked to move into the main resort until the storm passes, sir.”

“We?”

“Zane Boyd and myself, sir.” I chewed on my lower lip, waiting for his reaction.

It was better than I expected. “That’s good. It promotes your cover. What is the status on the rabbit?”

“He’s already moved, sir.”

“Good. They’re closing the airport, but I have men on standby to fly in once they reopen, with emergency landing priority. We’re currently checking backgrounds on everyone who flew into the island over the past eighteen hours. So far, we have no suspects, but that could change.”

“What happens then, sir?”

“We’re still working on that strategy. There are many moving parts that need to be nailed down.”

“I understand. Use me however you need, sir.”

“I’m hoping that won’t be necessary but prepare to be bait if we need to draw either the assassin or the rabbit out.”

My heart thumped. This was what I’d been both looking forward to and dreading. “Yes, sir. I’m on standby and will be eyes and ears on the ground.”

“Keep eyes on your six. I’ll be back in touch a-sap. Over.”

The line disconnected, and I tossed the phone on the bed, going through all the possible options as I hurriedly packed.

One, depending on the strength of the storm, I could lose communication with Matthews. Two, the assassin could have beaten the storm and already be on the island, but I doubted he would attempt to target me in a resort full of people. Three, I’d need to gain contact with backup once they arrived. Four, if I wasn’t forced to engage before backup arrived, I’d need to mentally prepare myself as bait.

As Agent Matthews said, there were many moving parts, so it was impossible to create a true action plan. I needed to get to that room and stay put.

With Zane.

My stomach twisted as I thought about being so secluded with him. All the ways we could pass the time.

Just as we were experiencing the calm before the storm on the island, I knew the storm itself would be my calm before the shit storm that followed. I just hoped I lived long enough to see clear skies — literally and figuratively — again.

Packed in record time, I carried my bags to the front door, tucking my laptop and sat phone in another bag I’d carry with me. Avoiding all windows, I stood to the side, wishing I could walk out on the back deck one last time.

Looking up at the bright blue gorgeous sky, it was odd not to see any birds. Nature knew something was heading our way; it let the animals know to stay clear.

Turning, I took in the little place I’d come to adore. Everything was so nice and neat. Perfectly placed to make the best use of the small space. It was hard to leave. I wanted to scoop the bungalow up and carry it to higher ground to make sure it was safe too.

Leaning against the wall, I offered up a prayer for this building and all buildings to weather the storm, along with all the people and animals on the island.

“I’ll be back,” I murmured to the quiet space, but I knew that might not be true. “If I can’t, I loved every minute inside this slice of Heaven.”

It was another reason I loved my job. One never knew where it would take you.

A tear ran down my cheek, and I wiped it away as I saw Zane walking across his deck and toward mine. He looked immediately concerned when he saw me. “You okay?”

“Yeah. You’re making me a big ol’ softie.”

“How’s that?”

“Because I’m finding it hard to leave this place. It’s special to me.”

He nodded. “Me too.”

We both sighed heavily. It was time to go.

Bam!

Adrenaline shot through my system as I dove for Zane, taking him down onto the floor.

Bam! Bam!

“It’s okay, Sloane,” Zane said from underneath me. “It’s a nail gun. Workers started putting up plywood on the windows.”

I sagged in relief and sat up, pushing my hair from my face. My red-hot face. “Sorry. Better safe than dead.”

Standing, I held out a hand and helped pull him to his feet. “I’m supposed to be the protector,” he muttered.

For some reason, his pouty face was funny, and I started to laugh. The more his bottom lip stuck out, the harder I laughed. “I’m sorry,” I said finally, wiping tears from my eyes. “I promise you can protect me next time.”

He bared his teeth at me. “Yeah. It might even be a jackhammer next time.”

That got me laughing again, and I didn’t quit until he shut me up with his mouth.

The kiss started off as a makeshift gag, but it soon turned into one of passion. Then I was against the wall and my shorts were being pushed down my legs.

He fucked me hard and quick, his face intense as he pounded into me so hard my teeth chattered together. I clung to him, taking it, wanting it. Thrilled by his desperation for me.

Life.

I’d spend twenty-four years alive on this earth, but I now knew what it was to truly be living.

“Sloane…” He roared my name into my mouth, his hands around my throat as he pulsed and emptied into me, his throbbing cock forcing me to come too.

It took longer for my heart to calm than it did for our brutal joining to complete, but I was smiling and satisfied as he pressed his forehead to mine.

“We need to go,” I whispered as footsteps clumped on the deck.

Zane let me out of his sight long enough to tidy up in the bathroom. I washed up and stared at myself in the mirror for a long moment.

Bam!

I didn’t flinch this time. I was ready to face what needed facing.

With Zane by my side.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Zane

One large window overlooked the lagoon where our bungalows stood, the water still calm. From the fifth floor, we could see the water was rising, moving closer inland. Sloane sighed and closed the curtain. “I’ll never go back there. As soon as this storm is over, they’ll come to take me away.”

I pulled her tighter against me. “We should make a plan. We need to figure things all the way out. Not just wait to see what happens.”

The room was luxurious, but I liked the rustic feel of the bungalows better. In the middle of the room, a king-sized four-poster bed took up most of the space. Green palm-tree-imprinted material covered the bed, the windows, even the shower.

A small flat-screen television hung on the wall in front of the bed while a long dresser took up the space underneath it. Next to that sat a mini-fridge, packed to the max with drinks. Another one had fruits and cheeses in it. There were two baskets filled with packages of nuts of every kind, assorted cookies, and crackers filled with different stuffing. We wouldn’t starve, but there’d be no fine dining. At least there was plenty of wine and a nice bottle of Scotch.

I poured us each a glass of a wine, hoping it would be just the thing to settle Sloane.

She wasn’t quite herself. She seemed oddly uncertain. Wary of what was going to happen.

I wasn’t a planner, never had been, but I felt like if we had a plan of action, then both of us would feel better. Two chairs were on either side of a tiny round table. The whole setup looked uncomfortable to me, so I opted for the bed.

Kicking off my shoes, I nodded toward the expansive space. “Come, let’s get comfortable while we sip wine and plan out our future.”

Sloane pulled her sandals off and joined me on a mattress that wasn’t nearly as soft as the one we left behind. Lying on her side, she took the glass I offered her. The red of the dark wine stained her lips as she took a sip. “This is nice.”

I propped myself up on a couple of the pillows and sat back, tasting the wine. “It is good. Now to talk about the future.”

“We can plan all you want, Zane, but you have to know that, in the end, the planning will be done for me. I’ll follow orders. You’ll follow orders. It’s how this job goes.”

“Then quit. You don’t need this shit. I can take care of you.” The words left my mouth before my brain could shut me up. But they were out there, so I left them right where they were.

She took another long sip. “I’m not about to quit. I put too much of myself into this job. I love it.” She met my gaze straight on. “Is that going to be a deal breaker for you? If it is, I’d like to know now.”

And there it was. Sloane wasn’t going to quit. Not for me, anyway. She was a strong woman, with firm commitments to her career, a thing that was respectable.

Which meant I’d have to get over my qualms about her being in danger.

Could I do that?

I couldn’t force her to let me take care of her. I had to let her do what she wanted. No matter how unsafe it was.

“Okay, so you’ll be staying on with the FBI. Where do I stand in all that?”

“Anywhere you want.”

As easy as it was for her to say that, it wasn’t exactly easy for me to understand. “So, am I to stay in Queens or—”

“I don’t live in Queens. My parents do. I have a one-bedroom apartment in Washington, D.C. I also spend time in Virginia at Quantico as often as they let me. When I’m there, I tend to stay in the dorms.”

“You sound kind of busy.” It was all beginning to settle. She wouldn’t have time for me.

She took another long sip. “I am. I have little time off. My life is always a bit hectic. And I can be called into action at any time. I know it’s daunting to think about life with me.” She licked her lips. “I understand that, and I won’t blame you if you want to call it off once this is over, which will be very soon.”

Sloane was hard. I’d never done hard before. I’d never put this much of myself into another person. But I wasn’t afraid of trying.

Taking the drink out of her hand, I set it down and pushed her shoulders onto the bed, hovering over her. “You know… this entire conversation is a buzzkill. We could spend the next day or two talking about all kinds of serious shit, or we could spend it having fun and making love.” I kissed her. “And then, once all this is over, I’m going to show you why you’ll want to work every bit as hard as I will to make sure we stay together. I hope you’re ready for me.”

The blue of her eyes went dark. “Zane, I think I’ve been ready for you my entire life.”

My fingers grazed a path up her inner thigh, moving under the hem of her shorts. With the flat of my palm, I pressed it against her warm mound. “I’m going to show you who owns this.”

But instead of pulling her shorts off and fucking her again, I rolled onto my back, linking my hands under my head.

She cocked her head. “Um… what are you doing?”

“Do you know the movie True Lies?”

She blinked at me. “Yes. The spy movie with Arnold Schwarzenegger and Jamie Lee Curtis that was released about a year or so after I was born.”

Ouch.

I ignored her smirk. “Yeah, it’s one of my all-time favorites.”

She pulled an Arnold accent. “It’s not a tuuumah.”

“Wrong movie. Anyway, there’s this scene that—”

She rolled her eyes and tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Let me guess. It’s the scene where Jamie pole dances on the bed.” She snorted. “Typical.”

“Hey now, typical or not, that scene is classic.”

“Yeah, it stars in every boy’s wet dream.” She picked up her wine. “And what exactly does that have to do with you…” she slapped a hand on her crotch, “owning this?”

I laughed. God, she was freaking adorable.

I waved my hand. “Don’t change the subject.”

She raised a pale brow. “And what exactly is the subject?”

I sucked at French in high school, but I had the accent pretty much down pat. “Dance for me. Dance sexy.”

She batted her lashes at me. “Let my hands be my lover’s hands?”

I clapped. “Exactly.”

“No.”

I stared at her in disbelief. “No?”

She took a sip of her drink. “Exactly.”

I wasn’t ashamed to beg. “Please.”

She laughed. “No. Talking about a buzzkill. Your buzz will forever be killed if you witness my attempt at dancing.”

I linked my hands behind my head again. “I think I should be the judge of that.”

“You know. I don’t have to strip for you.” She batted those long lashes again. “I’m a sure thing.”

“Strip.”

She looked around. “There’s no music.”

I pulled my phone for my pocket and tapped a few times, grinning as “Alone In The Dark” by John Hiatt & The Goners began to play.

“Seriously?” She looked at me, incredulous. “You are a True Lies fan.”

“Strip.”

She looked around again, searching for an excuse. “But I’ll ruin it for you. Don’t you want Jamie to live forever in your mind for this?”

“Strip.”

She pouted and gulped the rest of her wine. Then she took mine from the nightstand and gulped it. “What do I get if I do?”

I dropped a hand to my crotch, gave my cock a good shake.

She laughed. “Like I’m not going to get that anyway.” Her eyes widened. “I know. If I strip for you, you’ll…” she tapped her lips in thought, “let me tie you up.”

I grinned. I was down with that.

She grinned too. “Ever had a vibrator up your ass?”

I jerked upright, my butt cheeks squeezed to the max. “No!”

“I’ve heard some guys like it that way? I’m sure I brought mine with me.”

I was off the bed. “No!”

She laughed. A full belly laugh that caused tears to squirt from her eyes. My sphincter relaxed, and I sank back down on the bed, eyeing her closely.

“Come on, Zane…” She unfastened the top button of her blouse, swaying to the music. “Don’t you think it’s a fair trade?” The second button was next. “I’ll be gentle.”

All thoughts of vibrators and asses fled my mind as she slid one side of the blouse off one shoulder.

“Slower.”

Pulling her lip between her teeth, she went slower, her eyes on me as she swayed like a cobra, entrancing me with her movements. The blouse slid off the other shoulder, then fell slowly to the floor.

My cock pulsed. “Take the bra off first.”

Her eyes still locked on mine, she reached back and unhooked it, letting it drop just enough to show the top curve of her breast. I groaned, and she let the bra fall away, only to raise and squeeze her breasts with her hands.

Unzipping my shorts, I took my cock in my hand and stroked down the length. She smiled and moved to the bedpost at the foot of the bed. Pulling a Jamie, she licked it, and I nearly came in my hand.

This woman was going to end me.

The music shifted to “Earned It” by The Weekend, and Sloane’s nostrils flared, her hands sliding over her body as I masturbated to her. The shorts slid down her legs, leaving her naked except for the white lace panties covering only part of her ass.

She was wet. Part from where I’d fucked her earlier, and part from her excitement now.

“Touch yourself.”

Her chest heaved as she squeezed her breasts, then one hand trailed down her stomach to cover her center. She cried out as she touched her clit through the wet material.

“Take off your panties.”

Slowly, she did as I said, and her hand went back to her center, one finger moving through her folds. God, she was sexy. My cock was like steel in my hand. I wanted to stop this game. I wanted to drive into her. But I also didn’t want this to end.

Sloane’s thighs shook as she circled her clit, her gaze dropping to my hand. She licked her lips, and it was my greatest desire to slide my cock between them, but I held back, wanting to watch the beautiful goddess in front of me explode.

My balls clenched with need, but I gripped the base hard to stop from coming too soon. This was too good, too quietly intimate. I was a voyeur and a participant. And so was she.

“God, Zane.” The words were light and barely audible in the still air, whispered just as a rumble of thunder disrupted the quiet outside.

I stroked harder too, my hand moving in time with hers. I was certain the expression on my face was just as urgent. The need just as great. As was the sense of raw intimacy I felt having sex with a woman I wasn’t touching.

Sloane exploded first, her legs trembling, her face a picture of beautiful agony. She fell forward on the bed, and I pulled her to me, up me, replacing my hand with her body.

She screamed as I impaled her down on me, her fingers digging into my shoulders, her breath harsh pants in my face.

“Use me, Sloane,” I said as she began to grind down onto me, taking what I had to give. “That’s right. Make yourself feel good. Ride me, grind me. It doesn’t matter.”

What I said was the truth. I’d take Sloane Anderson any way she’d let me.

The storm outside began in earnest, almost in competition to the storm occurring in our room.

She moved up and down, her walls stretching to accommodate me, sheathing me with warmth. I could feel every little movement she made.

When she arched her hips, she became even tighter. When she moved her legs, I felt the difference too. Slight changes in the way she held her body affected the way she felt inside.

I’d never cared enough to take the time to notice all the details of lovemaking.

As she came, and I followed, I noticed everything, then seared it into my mind so I’d never forget. A huge blast of lightning lit up the room just as the lights went out. We’d most likely be left in darkness for the rest of the storm.

For some reason, that didn’t bother me one bit.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Sloane

“We’ve lost electricity.”

Zane was still inside me, our bodies curled together, his dick pulsing. “Is that it? I thought that last climax caused me to go blind.”

I laughed and snuggled into his warmth. I didn’t want to say anything to disrupt our postcoital bliss, but the loss of power caused me to worry. “Marcus said the water will still work, didn’t he?”

He held me even tighter. “He did. It won’t be heated, but it will be wet. If you need to shower, I’d do it now while any heat in it lasts.”

I absolutely needed a shower. “I think I’ll do that.” Grabbing one of the battery-operated candles, I slid off Zane and padded into the bathroom.

“Bring a wet washcloth back for me, would you?”

I looked at the man still laid out on the bed, hands under his head, looking handsome as hell. “Sure, I’ll come back and clean you all up.”

“I can’t wait.” His smile went from one ear to the other.

Going to the bathroom, the candle’s glow filled the small room with a yellow hue that made shadows dance in every corner. Alone, I could hear the storm screaming on the other side of the wall, and for the first time, fear curdled in my stomach.

Not fear, exactly. Just worry. Concern.

For the briefest of moments, nagging doubt filled my mind.

Would I make it out of this alive?

I thought of all the people who’d lived through a real hurricane, and how horrifying that experience must’ve been, and told myself to not get overly dramatic. But I knew it wasn’t the storm outside I feared.

Jumping into the shower, I washed quickly, being gentle between my legs. I was getting sore. I toweled off and pulled on the complimentary robe, then brushed my teeth as I relived every beautiful moment with Zane.

Not forgetting his washcloth, I wet one for him, using the last of the warm water. His eyes were closed when I padded back to the bed. He stirred, smiling at me as I washed him off, enjoying the simple, caring task.

Looking at his body, I felt a sense of ownership I’d never felt with any other man. He belonged to me, and I wanted to take care of him the same way he wanted to take care of me. Doing something so simple helped me understand him a bit more.

My gaze ran up his body then to his face, his eyes closed again. He was so handsome it made tears spring up in my eyes. Everything about the man was gorgeous to me. Could he really be mine?

It almost seemed too good to be true.

Leaving him, I went to peek out the window and shuddered as the rain and wind tore at the beautiful island. Tightening the belt of my robe, I let the curtain fall closed and went in search of something to eat, settling on a fresh glass of wine and some cubes of cheese, crackers, and fruit then went back to the window and faced my fear of the storm.

When I was young, I was deathly afraid of spiders. All of them, even the harmless ones. I’d run, screaming like my tail was on fire the moment one appeared. After years of my overly dramatic behavior, my father decided I needed to face my fears.

He picked up a daddy longlegs one afternoon and told me to come to him. He promised it wouldn’t bite me. I didn’t care. I was scared, and I wasn’t about to come close to him and the thing he held in the palm of his hand.

After much coaxing, he got me to come to him and placed that spider in my hand. I nearly jumped out of my skin at first, but then I felt how the legs tickled my palm and saw how it was kind of like a work of art. Long, multi-jointed legs and a small round body at the apex. And Daddy was right. It didn’t hurt me. It didn’t do anything to me.

Dad showed me pictures of the spiders that were harmless and the ones that were not. I began to find them beautiful, and the fear faded after a while. Not so much that I ever wanted one as a pet but enough that I didn’t embarrass myself if one crept into sight.

Maybe I could find the beauty in the fierce storm too.

The wind whipped the rain in all kinds of directions, even straight up as it moved up the building at times. The lightning looked like long fingers as it branched out both across the sky and down to the ground.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I turned to find Zane up on an elbow. My lips curved into a smile at just the sight of him. “I think so.”

“Kind of scary too, huh?”

I nodded then sipped the wine. Taking the platter of food, I went to him, placing it on the bed between us. Picking up the bottle of wine, I filled his glass. He sat up, facing me. Running his hands under the robe, he pushed it apart, making the belt come untied. He pulled the belt all the way out of the loops. “Uh, oh, did I accidently get dressed?”

“It appears so.” But he left the robe where it was after strategically opening it enough to see a nipple. Yeah, he was sexy as all hell, but he was still a man.

“Are you okay?” I asked him.

He smiled and linked his fingers through mine. “Very. It just amazes me how beautiful you are. No makeup. Wet hair. You seem to just glow with perfection. It’s hard for me to remember a time I haven’t loved you. It’s as if you’ve always been there, lingering just beneath the surface.”

We took turns feeding each other grapes then drinking the wine we’d forgotten about earlier. And it may as well have been the first time for me. With Zane, things felt different. I didn’t know exactly what to call our type of sex. Making love seemed too sweet, fucking seemed too harsh. Somehow, we managed to mix it all up and make it our own.

It was only six in the evening, but the sun had been completely obliterated by the dark storm clouds, making it dark as night. Back before technology came along, one would think the apocalypse was upon us. We were lucky, we knew the storm would end. Only I didn’t want it to end.

I wanted us to stay right where we were, safe from the world and all that was trying to destroy us. Like a kid who never wanted to grow up, I never wanted the fantasy I’d found with Zane to end.

In our little room, we could play with each other, live out all kinds of sexual fantasies, and pretend we were the only two people in the world. In a twist of nature, it was the storm outside keeping us safe from harm.

Zane grew quiet again, and I grew concerned. “What’s wrong?” I asked him, stroking his face with my finger.

“I’ve just been trying to think about how to make all this work between us. I mean, you already have your career going and you love your job. I never cared for anything that much. But I like the whole idea of being an agent.” He glanced up at me, as if measuring my reaction. “Maybe working with you.”

I smiled. “Really?”

He looked surprised that I hadn’t laughed at him, so he went on. “How does one become an FBI agent?”

I watched the wine swirl in my glass. “Well, it all starts with a college degree, at least a Bachelor’s, but it’s better if you have even higher degrees than that. I had a Bachelor’s in Criminology when I began the application process. While I was in school, I also did my internship at the local police station. I was just a dispatcher, but I learned a lot.”

“You knew you wanted a career with the FBI for a long time, didn’t you?”

I nodded, smiling at the memory. “My father’s hometown was Fort Worth, Texas. His father was the sheriff there. I have all sorts of pictures with them both when they were in the Mounted Posse. I didn’t get to know my granddad until I was twelve. That was the first time Dad took us back to the place he grew up. I never got to see my grandfather in action, he was retired by then. But he had lots of stories, and my father had some good ones too from when he was a deputy.”

“Is your father still in law enforcement?”

“No. My mother is from Queens, but she and her family were on vacation, traveling across the country to take in some of the big cities. Fort Worth was one of their stops. They fell in love the weekend she spent there. They did the long-distance thing for a while, writing letters before he finally moved to New York. She begged him not to be in law enforcement. She thought it was too dangerous.”

He chuckled. “How’d she take you getting into the FBI then?”

That wasn’t a memory I wanted to recall — ever.

“Badly, of course, but I couldn’t let Mom’s fear detour my dream. I made the best grades I could in school and applied to the University of Texas, a college where many applicants of the FBI attend. That’s what my grandfather had told me to do. He’s the one who got me on the path I needed to be on.”

He pushed my hair back from my face, looking at me with genuine admiration. “You’re amazing, Sloane Anderson. Being a woman, I bet you came up against a lot of asshole men who thought you should do something else with your life.”

Another bad memory. “Once I got into the academy, it wasn’t just the men who tried to break me, the women did too. I was small compared to some of those amazons, so I worked harder, got in the best shape possible. And learned all I could so I wouldn’t get stuck at a desk once I finished the academy.”

He ran his fingers over my abs. “Yeah, you have proof to just how hard you have worked.”

I couldn’t help but be proud. I’d worked my ass off trying to be fit. “It’s been worth it. I’m still officially a rookie, so landing this assignment was a big deal.”

A big deal I can’t screw up.

He squeezed my fingers. “I know it takes a certain kind of person to make a good agent. I don’t want you to think I’m being a dick when I ask you this.”

I was curious. “Ask me what?”

Trailing a finger up the middle of my stomach, his hand came to rest on my breast. “I happen to have a Master’s Degree in Law. I didn’t go past that. I never even tried to pass the bar exam. I lost interest. Would that kind of degree be helpful in getting through the application process?”

I didn’t mean to look so stunned, but I couldn’t get the stunned look to disappear from my face. Him? This playboy had a Master’s in law? “You think you’d like to become an agent?” He looked embarrassed and I forced myself to stop gaping at him. “Zane, look at me. Are you serious?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I loved helping you. I know I fucked everything up, but I loved doing it up until that point. With some training, I think I might be good at it. I’ve never wanted anything before. The law degree was something my parents thought I should get since I had no interest in anything else. Believe it or not, I’m smart. I can usually do anything I set my mind to. I’ve just never set my mind on anything. Until you came along. Now it seems I’ve got my mind set on you.”

They said to never judge a book by its cover, and no cliché could ever be more true than with the man in front of me. I traced his tattoo, thinking how truly special he was. “You do seem to be genuinely interested. I don’t see why you couldn’t apply. You’ll need a few years of work experience too.”

“Would interning in a law office suffice?”

I laughed. The surprises kept stacking up. “Have you got that under your belt too, Zane Boyd?”

“I do. I spent three years interning as an assistant in a New York law firm. Even though I didn’t want to be a lawyer, I loved the puzzle and challenge of law. Seeking out the truth, stuff like that.”

I leaned over and kissed him. “You are full of surprises, Mr. Playboy. Do you have more I should know?”

“Nope. That’s everything. Well, maybe not. In my search to find myself, I’ve tinkered with all kinds of things.”

“Like what?”

“Well, I’m a certified deep-sea diver, and I can weld underwater too.”

I shook my head, mesmerized by him. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Sounded interesting at the time.”

“Shit, Zane all those things are great. When you add in the fact you have a license to carry a concealed weapon, you just might pull this off. But what will your parents think about all this?”

He tucked some hair behind my ear, his eyes growing soft as he looked at me. “They’re going to be so fucking over the moon that I have a woman I love and a career, they’ll probably have a party.”

The thought of meeting Zane’s parents shook me to the core. The weather seemed to agree with me because the wind rattled the window.

“Listen to that wind, Zane. It sounds insane.”

He kissed my temple then my lips. “Yeah, it does.” He pushed me back onto the bed and stroked my nipple with his tongue. “But don’t worry, I’m happy to distract you.”

And distract me, he did.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Zane

The storm raged on throughout the night, but it didn’t bother us. All that sex had exhausted us. I woke feeling refreshed. The curtain had been left open, and even though it was still dark and rainy, the sun was up there, behind the dark clouds, lending us some light.

I got up and went to the window, leaving Sloane in bed sleeping. It was still raining, but the winds had let up. It looked like we had survived the worst of it. There was some flooding from what I could tell from this distance, but things could have been much worse.

Climbing back under the blanket, I wrapped my arms around Sloane, nuzzling the back of her head as she slept on her side. She stirred, and I pressed my lips to her neck, then shushed her back to sleep. No reason to wake her up yet.

Holding her quickly calmed me down. It felt like nothing bad could possibly happen to us as long as we were together. I couldn’t see myself ever letting her go. I wouldn’t rush things, but I wouldn’t let things get stale between us either. For the first time in my life, I had something to work on. A relationship.

I’d buy us a home in Washington, D.C. when we went back to America. Should I surprise her with one, or should she and I pick out a home together?

She moved a little, stretching her arm out from under the blanket and yawned. “What time is it?”

Picking up my cell, I checked the clock. “Nine. It’s still raining, but the wind is better. A little flooding but it’s not too bad.”

She rolled out of the bed. Fists rubbed sleepy eyes as she padded over to the window. “That looks like more than a little flooding if you ask me.”

“I’m sure the water will recede once the rain completely stops.” I stayed calm, cool, and collected for her as I joined her at the window.

“How long will that take?” She ran her arms around me, hugging me as she continued to look outside. “How long will we be trapped like this?”

Taking her by the chin, I ran the pad of my thumb over her cheek. “I could stay trapped with you like this forever. Haven’t I made the storm fun for you, baby?”

Her eyes glistened with the memories of all we’d done. “You have, but don’t you find it incredibly frustrating that we have no news telling us what’s going on?” She snorted. “Looters my ass. They just don’t want everyone asking twenty questions.”

“You’re cold. Let’s get back under the covers.” I ushered her back to bed, and we crawled into its warm embrace.

I could see her mind needed to be taken elsewhere. With a brush of my lips over her cheek, I tried to move my body over hers to get down to something that just might help her. But she wasn’t having it. She was in full-on Sloane mode.

I groaned. “Come on. Let’s take advantage of being cooped up. Besides, this will take your mind off things.”

“Maybe our minds need to be on things. Maybe we need to be thinking of a plan to survive, Zane. Damn.” She wiggled out from underneath me and got off the bed, taking a candle into the bathroom. “I’m going to get cleaned up and dressed.”

I propped my head up on my hand and grinned. She was so cute when she was getting frantic. “And then what will you do?”

“I don’t know yet. But something. We have to do something. Having sex won’t save us from Smith and his cohorts, and now that the storm is almost over, they’ll be coming.” She closed the door, and I laid back down, knowing there wasn’t a damn thing we could do but wait.

I heard the shower come on and couldn’t believe the woman was going to take a cold shower when she was already shivering. I got up and went into the bathroom, finding her teeth chattering as she stood under the water.

“Are you crazy?” I stepped into the shower too, wrapping my arms around her.

“I need…” She shuddered. “Dammit. I just need all this to be over.”

Hurrying to grab the soap, I quickly washed her off from head to toe. Then I washed as she dried off. I hurried to get out of the cold water and grabbed a towel, wrapping it around me.

She looked in the mirror. “God, I look terrible.”

Moving in behind her, I stroked her long neck with my fingertips. “You look gorgeous. Come on, let’s change the sheets, get something to eat and drink. You’ll feel better in no time.”

I pushed my hand through my hair, making it fall into place. She shook her head, apparently disgusted that it took me only two seconds to get ready.

“I’m putting some clothes on. I feel vulnerable without them on.”

Well, the honeymoon was over, apparently. “Okay.”

“I don’t want to get shot while I’m naked.”

What the hell?

“You’re not going to get shot, Sloane. Stop thinking like this.”

She pulled a dress and some underwear out of her suitcase, then she rummaged through the drawer my things were in and tossed me a pair of underwear, some shorts, and a shirt. “Put those on.”

“I prefer to stay naked.” I tossed the clothes back at her.

She caught them and her eyes narrowed. “No, put them on. I want to be ready to go if the hit man comes calling or if a boat arrives to deliver us somewhere that hasn’t become part of the Indian Ocean.”

My girl was riled. Just to make her happy, I pulled the clothes on then pawed through the baskets of fruit and found a small bag of bagels. “How about bagels with cream cheese and fruit?”

“Sounds good to me.”

She changed the sheets while I made our meager breakfast, and the act of doing something, anything, must’ve calmed her because she started to hum as she went about finishing the simple chore.

“Sorry for being so bitchy before. I’m not used to being with someone else so much, and I usually get to keep my displays of supreme anal panic in private.”

“Act however you need to act. Everyone deals with stress differently and we’ll get used to each other, learn how to navigate times like these.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Am I ever going to be able to stay mad at you?”

I grinned. “Nope.”

She sighed. “I didn’t think so.” She looked out of the window again. “How long do you think it will take for the water to recede and the airport to open back up?”

I lifted a shoulder. “A day? I’m not sure. Can you call your contact and find out?”

She glanced the clock. “It’s late evening back home. If he had an update, Matthews would have called.”

I took the last bite of my bagel. “So… how do you suggest we spend our day?”

Sloane just grinned and pulled her shirt over her head. “I guess we just get naked.”

I grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Sloane

“Did you hear that?” I sat up in the bed, the blanket falling away from my naked breasts.

He sat up too, listening intently. “You mean the birds?”

Jumping out of bed, I hurried to the window and found the seabirds were back and the water had almost drained away.

“It’s almost over, Zane. It’s finally almost over.”

His arms closed around me. “You act as if spending time with me was dull or something.”

“Not at all. I’m actually unbelievably grateful that I didn’t have to spend these past few days alone.”

He kissed the top of my head. “You’ll never need to worry about being alone again. We just need to start thinking about where we’d like to not be alone?”

I looked up at him. “Huh?”

Zane grinned. “Places for us to live when we get off this island. I can buy us a home anywhere. Many anywheres, in fact. D.C. maybe? We can start shopping for one as soon as we get away from here.”

“You want to buy us a home?” I could barely breathe. Things were beginning to get very real.

“I do.” His lips grazed mine. “I love you, Sloane. I don’t want to be without you.”

I blinked up at him, then pressed my face to his chest so that my eyes wouldn’t give me away. There were still things he didn’t know. More specifically, he didn’t know about Matthews wanting to use me as bait.

“I love you, Zane. And I think that’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. But buying a home and moving to D.C. is an awfully big step. Are you sure you want to do that?”

“I am. I’ve never been more certain of anything. We can stay in your apartment until we find a place we both love. What do you think about that?” He kissed me again, excited about our future.

I wished I could be excited too.

I couldn’t count on that, but I wanted to be with him just as much as he wanted to be with me. “I like that idea.”

“To celebrate, let’s come back here in a year and spend a real vacation in paradise. Deal?”

Searching his sea green eyes, I found more love in them than I’d seen before. “Deal.”

His lips met mine again, and our kiss grew. His cock pulsed to life as my core moistened in anticipation. I had no idea a person could have so much sex and still hunger for more.

But there was no time for more, and Zane didn’t push the issue. Neither did I.

“You’re everything to me, Sloane. Absolutely everything. Promise me you’ll take every precaution with your safety when it comes time. I don’t know what I’ll do if anything happens to you. You’ve become this part of me, I don’t ever want to live without.”

My heart ached. No man had ever confessed so much to me. No man had ever looked at me with such adoration as Zane did.

Why did my life have to be in danger right when I found the man of my dreams?

The alarm sounded outside, and I sighed. It was the signal for all clear. Zane smiled at me, then kissed the tip of my nose before walking to the window. “As happy as I am to see the island returning to normal, I wish we never had to leave this room. And I wish I never had to set eyes on that bastard again.”

“I know.”

I didn’t want to talk about Charles Smith yet. Or hit men. So I changed the subject.

“Hopefully the electricity will be restored soon. I could use a hot shower. Do the bungalows look like they’re still there?”

“They made it somehow. Amazing, don’t you think?”

I was brushing my teeth when we heard a loud banging sound. The lamp suddenly came on, and the mini-fridges’ motors began to purr.

“That was fast.” I peeked through the curtains to see the staff moving around like ants to fix everything back up. I looked farther out toward the water, and spotted the bungalows. Zane was right. There were a few that would need the roof repaired, but most had withstood the storm admirably.

Zane came up behind me. “Let’s relax in bed for another hour or so, then we’ll shower, get dressed and venture out so we can get a real meal. I bet things will be up and running before you know it.”

And they were. If the US government ran as quickly and efficiently as this resort, there would be no national debt and all national highways would be pristine. It was amazing. I’d just gotten dressed when a knock came on the door.

Wary, I stood to the side before calling out, “Yes?”

“Two of our restaurants have opened, and more are close to opening. You can come out now.”

“That’s wonderful news. Thank you.”

It was wonderful news, but I forced a smile on my face. “A hot meal sounds wonderful. Just remember, if we run into the rabbit—”

“The what?”

I smiled. “That’s what we call Smith. The rabbit.”

“Got ya, and I know to act cool. Don’t act like we know a thing. Be ourselves.”

“Yes. And we should act concerned, act glad that we found them.”

He nodded. “I see what you’re saying. I can do that. I need to learn to have a cool head anyway.”

I’d checked my laptop and phone for a message when I first woke up, but did it again now. I hated not knowing if any of the last passengers to the island were a suspect. Not knowing drove my paranoia up a few notches.

My heart thumped when I found a new message from Matthews. Passenger list cleared. I blew out a relieved breath and shared the happy news with Zane.

“Good. At least we can have one meal in peace.”

We stepped out of the room for the first time in what felt like forever. Other people were coming out too. Smiles were plentiful as everyone was grateful to have the storm over and done with. Murmurs filled the hallways as people relived the past days, the tales of the storm becoming more exaggerated by the second.

The elevator was still out of service, but it was nice to stretch my legs by walking down the stairs. In the lobby, I was amazed to find it spotless. Either no water had gotten in or the crew were just miracle workers with mops.

As we passed the front desk, I overheard a man ask if the airport was open.

The clerk beamed at him. “It is. Outgoing flights begin at eleven this morning. Incoming flights are scheduled for midafternoon.”

Zane clutched my hand and whispered in my ear, “I don’t care what your boss wants, I’m getting a private jet and getting you the fuck out of here before the first flight arrives.”

My heart stopped. I couldn’t do that. I had orders to follow, bad guys to take down. I thought he understood that, but I wasn’t about to argue right here.

I was saved from needing to say anything at all when Grace and Charles appeared on the stairs. “Look,” I said to Zane, tugging on his hand. “They made it.”

Zane, to his credit, didn’t miss a beat. He raised his hand. “Welcome back to paradise.”

Grace laughed and gave me a hug, but Charles face didn’t change much as we went over to them.

“So glad to see that you’re safe,” I said. “We’re starving for hot food. Will you join us?”

“Absolutely,” Grace gushed. “That’s exactly what we were hoping to do too.”

Grace linked her arm through mine as we stepped out into the tropical sun. I raised my face to its warmth, glad to be outside again. Behind us, Charles and Zane chatted about storm surges and repair costs. Idle chatter that seemed natural to me.

It wasn’t until we were seated at a table that Charles said, “I’m going to need to get you two to hang with Grace tomorrow. Will that be okay?”

My spine stiffened, but I forced a bright smile on my face. “Wonderful. What time?”

Charles pulled out a cigarette and lit it. The acrid smell made my nose itch. “Anytime after you guys wake up. I’m heading out early to get to the airport.”

Zane’s smile was easy, relaxed. “Sounds perfect. Are you thinking seven or eight?”

Charles waved him off. “Nah. Ten or so. No reason to be up with the birds.”

The waiter came and took our orders, and I spent a miserable hour chitchatting with Grace about places to shop, clothing trends and colors. Things I knew nothing about.

“This will be fun,” I told her, hoping I sounded sincere.

“It sure will. You can think of me as your personal shopper.” She winked at Zane. “Hope your credit card can take the hit.”

My head was beginning to ache by the time the meal was over and the men paid the bill.

“What’s your room number?” Charles asked, lighting another cigarette.

My heart skipped. A lie would be too easily discoverable, but I hated like hell to tell the truth. There was no help for it. “Five-twelve. You?”

He ignored the question. “Grace can call you. Hotel phones should be working by then.”

My smile didn’t falter. “Perfect. Do you still expect to be away a couple days?”

His eyes narrowed, and I realized I’d asked one too many questions. But, dammit, these were things normal people would need to know under the same circumstances. I waited patiently for him to answer, sipping my tea.

“Yes. Two days.”

I reached across the table and squeezed Grace’s hand. “We’re going to have so much fun. I haven’t had girl time in ages. Maybe we’ll be back in the bungalows before Charles returns.”

When I turned my gaze on Charles again, he was looking at me different. Searching. Considering. Was I passing some test? Was he reconsidering his earlier opinion, thinking he might have called the dogs on me too soon?

And, more importantly, would he call them off?






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Zane

Although I was quite hungry, the food wasn’t settling well in my stomach as the man who’d called a hit on the woman I loved wasn’t showing one ounce of remorse. He ate his thick, juicy steak with all the trimmings like he hadn’t done one thing wrong.

I did manage to keep a smile on my face and be the jovial man he’d come to know. But inside, I was the angriest I’d ever been. The only thing that kept me from jumping across that table and ripping the man’s heart out was Sloane’s calming hand. It stayed on me at all times. Her touch soothed me somewhat, and for that, I was thankful.

Once the meal was over, it felt like a rock was sitting in my gut. “Well, I think it’s back to the room for us.” I ran my arm around Sloane. “We didn’t get much sleep during the storm.”

“I slept like a baby.” Charles burped as he rubbed his round belly.

I bet you did, you son of a bitch.

Why would a mere tropical storm disturb Satan?

“I’ll be right back.” Charles excused himself, and it took everything inside me not to follow him. When I came close to doing just that, Sloane’s hand squeezed my thigh, reminding me to stand down.

The minutes ticked by as I attempted to focus on the conversation between the two women, but all I could think about was how quickly I could get a flight out of this place. I felt like there was a target on my forehead. Worse, I could almost see the one on Sloane.

And I hated it.

As much as I’d talked about wanting to join the FBI, this was pure shit. I was going to have a freaking heart attack worrying about Sloane. And it was becoming clear that I wasn’t okay with her job, and that I simply had to convince her to let it go.

It might make me suck as a person, but I didn’t care what anyone thought. I just needed the woman sitting next to me to be safe.

When Charles reappeared, my nerves were practically crawling out of my skin.

“Bad news, ladies.” We all looked at him expectantly. “Some of the surrounding islands got hit worse than us, so it’ll be better if you shop local.”

Grace looked devastated. “That’s terrible. I was so looking forward to exploring.”

I could practically feel Sloane start to ask him a question, but I squeezed her hand. She exhaled. “That is disappointing, but I’m sure we’ll have fun around here.”

Grace didn’t look convinced, but she nodded, then took Charles’ hand, rising from the table.

Sloane and I got up too. “I guess we’ll be hearing from you around ten or so?” She turned to Charles. “We promise to take good care of her.”

The older man nodded. “I’ve no doubt about that. Since the island hopping is nixed, maybe a nice boat ride in the morning then lunch right back here around noon. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

He had it all figured out. Or so he thought.

God, I hated that man.

“Sounds good to me.”

We wished each other a good day, and I took Sloane as walked away, my stomach clenching and unclenching like a fist.

Once we’d gotten out of the open-air restaurant, I looked around. Why would he pick this place?

As I paid closer attention, I saw the patch of trees that would serve as cover for someone who might be hiding. But would the assassin attack Sloane in public? Make her death so obvious? It didn’t seem right, but I didn’t have a mafia mindset, so I didn’t know the rules that they played by.

“What’s wrong, Zane?”

I didn’t want to start her gears going. “Nothing. Just having some regret for not knocking the hell out of your rabbit.”

Her eyes drooped a bit as she gave me a sympathetic gaze. “It will be fine, I promise. No need to worry so much.”

I squeezed her hand. “I know it will be fine, and the reason I know that is because I’m getting your sweet little ass on the first plane out of here.”

Her jaw tightened but she didn’t argue which was a relief. We headed back up to the room, finding it had been cleaned and everything refreshed. I picked up the phone to call the airport. I wanted to get that jet scheduled as soon as possible.

Sloane kicked off her flats. “What are you doing?”

“Chartering a plane. If there isn’t one available, I’m calling my family’s pilot and having him fly in.”

Again, she didn’t argue. Instead, she pulled out her laptop to check her messages. I watched her as she worked, the glow from the screen lighting up her face. When I was finished with the plane, she smiled and closed the lid of the laptop.

“Everything okay?” I asked her.

“Yes. Matthews confirmed that the airport was opening, and that the team would be arriving in the morning.”

I pushed her hair back from her face, and she leaned into the touch. “See? I told you everything would be okay. They’ll arrive and take down Smith and whatever goon they hired. We’ll be safe. It’s a win-win.”

She laughed and went to stand in front of the window. “You’re such an optimist, and you’re right, everything will be okay.” Her fingers touched the glass as she stared out at the overwater bungalows. I knew she loved them. Too bad we could be back within their rustic walls, but that was no longer possible.

The earliest I could book a jet was at eight the next morning, but that still beat Charles’ goons by a couple of hours. I was happy with it. It did make me feel better that we had a plan and none of it included putting Sloane in danger.

Could I ever be okay with her being an agent?

“We should pack up everything except what we’ll wear tomorrow.” I ran my hands over her shoulders as I came up behind her. “The boat ride to the airport is forty minutes. We’ll have to get up and be out of here by seven. I know it’s kind of early.”

She leaned back into my chest. “It’s not too early. We’ll set the alarm for six, okay?”

“Sure.” Pushing her hair to the side, I kissed her neck.

She turned, wrapping her arms around me. I could feel something inside her. Something looming. Was it fear, melancholy, or something else entirely?

Her hands moved over my chest, opening one button at a time, exposing the tattoo underneath. She ran her hand over it. “I’m sure your grandparents are very proud of you. You’re a good man, Zane, and I’m so very blessed that you were brought into my life.”

Why did this sound like goodbye?

“They won’t get you, Sloane. We’ll be gone before they have a chance.”

She sighed and took my face in her hands. “Do you really think that’s how this kind of thing works? Do you think you can get me away from here and we can just head back to Washington, and they won’t come looking for me there?”

She had a point. I hadn’t thought it all through. It wouldn’t be over, but it would take them longer to find her. “By that time, your people will have them taken care of, I bet.” I had hope it would all work out. I had to have hope. I couldn’t bear it any other way.

She pressed her face against my chest. “Maybe you’re right, Zane. It could happen like that, I suppose.”

“Sloane, I’ll make it work. I’ll take you anywhere in the world if the FBI can’t help us. I’ll keep you safe until the mafia is no longer a threat to you.”

The sigh that came out of her told me she knew far more about what we were up against than I did. I knew she knew more than I did. That was a given. But I had the resources to keep her out of reach.

“That’s sweet of you, Zane.” She rested her head on my shoulder and swayed as if we were dancing.

I sensed there was a but coming, but I was wrong. She just kept swaying as she held on to me, her hands moving over me as if trying to memorize every part of my body.

Dancing with her, I moved us away from the window and over to the bed, giving her a sweet kiss that I hoped like hell would reassure her. “I’m never letting anything happen to you. I’m never letting you go. Not ever, Sloane Anderson. Do you believe me?”

The blue in her eyes was bright, but sadness lay behind them in the darker depths. “I do.”

If she did then why was she acting so differently?

“Let’s pack then get into bed and make love for the rest of the day and night. Then we can fall asleep and get up when the alarm goes off and leave this all behind. For now, anyway. That’s the best we can do, right?”

Her smile was still sad. “Right.”

We set about packing our things, leaving one change of clothes in the closet for us both. Then we made love with an urgency that shattered me.

I understood why she was sad. She wasn’t the type of person to turn her back on a job. The time on the island paradise would soon be behind us. The real world awaited. The world that would still hold a threat to the woman I couldn’t live without.

How had it all happened?

In the blink of an eye, I’d gone from an eligible bachelor with an itch he couldn’t figure out how to scratch. Then this little lady showed up and knew just how to fix me up. And she wasn’t even trying.

“God, I love you, Sloane.” I kissed all the way up her neck as I moved slowly, wanting to feel every inch of her.

She ran her hands through my hair. “I love you too.”

On and on we moved with each other as if we were floating in a tranquil ocean. One night that would be etched into my brain just as our first time was. It didn’t seem possible to have the depth of feelings I had for her. Not so quickly. But I did.

Maybe it was the severity of the situation that made us form a connection that seemed to be unbreakable. Maybe it was the storm that imprisoned us for hours on end and the love we made through it all that had us falling so deep it seemed impossible.

I didn’t know or care. I just knew we were as close as two people could get. I might not know every little detail about the woman yet. Like what her favorite color was or how she liked her eggs, but I knew her inside and out. All the details could come later.

As we climaxed together, I had no doubt that what we were doing was right. We weren’t running from a problem. We were running to a solution.

When Sloane poured us both a glass of wine, I greedily took it.

She smiled and lifted hers up. “To fate.”

I clinked my glass to hers. “To fate.”

We drank, and to me, all was right in the world.

She ran her hand through my hair when I grew tired and laid down on the bed. Her lips pressed against mine as my eyes grew too heavy to stay open. Warm water fell on my face, and I wondered if the storm had returned. When she whispered, “I love you, Zane. Never doubt it,” her voice was very far away.

When I woke, the space beside me was empty. So was the closet. Everything she owned had disappeared.

The ache in my head was proof of what I already knew.

She drugged me.

She lied to me.

She left me.

Sloane was gone.






CHAPTER THIRTY

Sloane

My heart ached so badly, I feared it might actually break. Leaving Zane proved to be harder than I expected. One last look at his handsome face as he slept only served to fill me with more pain than I knew a person could live through.

I had orders.

And I had to protect him.

If I’d stayed, I would have failed at both.

While he made the private plane reservation, I’d checked my laptop and read a message from Agent Matthews: Contact ASAP.

Knowing Zane would follow if I tried to leave to make a phone call, I pulled up the secure messaging site and pinged Matthews there.

Me: Sir, I made it through one storm. What storm is coming next?

Even with the time difference, Matthews responded right away.

Matthews: A shit storm. Rabbit’s friend confirmed on morning flight.

Me: Yes. 10:00 local time.

Matthews: Negative. Friend arrival at 07:00 local. Agents Tanner, Stevens, and Moore one hour ahead. Secure transport and rendezvous with them at 06:00. Alone.

I’d stared at the message. I couldn’t bring Zane?

Me: Sir, what about Zane Boyd?

Matthews: Dump him. We have no ability to protect a civilian. Can you do this?

Could I?

Through the blood roaring in my ears, I’d been able to hear Zane finishing his phone call with the airport. The moment he disconnected the call, I knew he’d be asking questions. I had moments to decide.

Agent Matthews was right of course. Zane had no training, and our agents had to focus on the targets, not a civilian. I typed quickly.

Me: Yes, sir. Over.

I had hated to drug Zane, but I knew he would leave me with no choice. I couldn’t take the chance that he’d wake as I slipped from the room.

He would be hurt. He might even hate me, I knew. Hate me for lying to him, deceiving him, leaving him.

Once this was over, I’d find him, beg him to understand.

Then what?

I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye. Then I’d have to make a choice — my career or Zane.

It should have been an easy decision. Women everywhere would think I was a fool for even hesitating… but I knew in vivid detail all that the mafia could do. I hadn’t told Zane everything when I told him my reasons for becoming an agent. Yes, law enforcement was in my blood, but there was more.

I lost my best friend in high school to a turf war battle. Sloane, two more of our friends, and I had been walking home from the mall when it all started. Bullets rang out, and when it was over, two of my friends were dead.

Why they were struck while my other friend and I were saved, I would never be able to understand. But as I held Sloane’s head on my lap as the breath left her body, I swore I’d make whoever had done this to her pay.

So, it wasn’t just a job. It was a promise to the friend I’d known since the first day of kindergarten. The friend whose hair I braided, shoulder I’d cried on, boys we crushed on together.

I couldn’t just abandon her redemption, especially when I was so close.

I’d even taken her name as my cover. Another lie. Another reminder of why I did this job. Another reason I couldn’t fail.

Not that this assignment would take down the mob. I knew that what we did today would be like spitting on a fire. But by taking out one of their moneymen, I broke off a spoke in their massive wheel. If I broke enough, the wheel would eventually collapse, and maybe I’d be able to sleep again.

I shivered.

Although the night air was warm, I was cold as the speedboat docked on the island. I looked at my watch. I was ahead of schedule.

After leaving Zane, I called Agent Matthews and discovered the plan was underway. My fellow agents would be at the airport about the same time the speedboat got me to it. We’d only have a small amount of time to let the officials know what we were doing and get our guys.

With my bag draped over my shoulder, I stepped off the boat onto the dock. I turned to look out at the pink hue that was just beginning to stain the early morning sky.

I really left him behind.

Shoving my hands into my pockets, I turned and walked away. Zane could never let me be who I was anyway. He was too protective of me. We’d never work out in the real world, outside the bubble of the island.

The lights from the black jet caught my eye as it came in for a landing. The others had arrived. Time to go to work.

Inside the jet’s cabin, Agent Miranda Moore looked island-ready in her boho chic clothing. “Well, look at you, Moore. You look ready to walk down the runway.”

She ran her hands over her curvaceous hips covered in long, flowing, light tan bell-bottomed slacks. “Do I? I was a little afraid I’d overdone it.” She gave one of her long dark curls a twist with her slender finger. Her other hand ran over her low-cut, flowery top. “It’s kind of early to be looking this sexy, though.”

I cocked my head to one side, looking her up and down. “I don’t know. You seem to be pulling it off.” I was wearing a little yellow sundress with nude flats. My gun was strapped securely to my thigh, giving me easy access.

“You look cute, Anderson. Did you have a nice vacation?” I turned to find Agent Stevens grinning at me.

Agent Lyle Stevens was dressed like a stoner, his baggy shirt and long shorts practically to his knees. “Do I look like a burnout?”

I waved a hand in front of my face. “Yeah. If the shorts didn’t give you away, the smell does. You’re making me high just standing near you.”

David Tanner was the opposite, playing the role of a preppy tourist, his pink polo shirt and khaki shorts neatly starched.

I turned back to Moore. “We should check in with security now.” Leading the other agents, we left the jet after I stowed my bags in the overhead compartment. I’d be leaving with them, no matter how it all went down. I wouldn’t be able to go back to Zane. A thing I was thinking way too much about.

I had to put all that out of my mind and be the agent I was.

Miranda walked next to me as we went into the terminal and headed straight to the security desk. Just as we walked up, a man dressed in an expensive-looking suit spotted Miranda and gaped.

The guy actually reached out, taking her by the arm. “I hope you’re staying at the Coco Bodu Hithi Resort.”

Miranda looked at him with a sly smile. “Sorry, no.”

“If you have reservations elsewhere, change them. I promise you’ll have a better time at my resort.” His dark eyes moved over her like he wanted to eat her up.

Miranda had nerves of steel though. She wasn’t shaken one bit. “Some other time. Thanks for the invitation.”

“If you change your mind, drop by my resort. I’ll be there the entire month. My private bungalow has a guest room I’ll keep open for you if you think you might come for a visit, Miss…?”

She extended her hand. “Moore, Miranda Moore. And who are you?”

He grinned. “McClain, Gavin McClain.” He took her hand, leaving a kiss on top of it. “Tell them at the front desk your name and that you’re there for me. I’ll leave word with the manager. Please come see me, Miranda Moore. I would very much like to see you again.”

With a confident nod, Miranda smiled. “We’ll see, Mr. McClain. I really must go now.”

Releasing her hand, the tall, muscular man who looked to be in his early thirties seemed reluctant to let her walk away. “Remember my offer.”

I stared at her as we continued to our destination. “What the hell, Moore?”

She winked, and the veteran agent actually looked a little flushed. “I have no idea, but I do have vacation time I can use. How’s life on the island?”

A pang went through me. “It’s good. Very good.”

“I do like a tall, dark, and handsome man.” She looked back at him over her shoulder. “Maybe I will take a much-needed vacation after this is over.”

I smiled, another pang hitting me as I thought of my own tall, dark, and handsome. But I pushed it away as we approached the security desk.

“We need to speak to head of security.” We discreetly flashed our badges and were taken into a room behind the small desk. The staff had already been prepped and were expecting us. I only prayed one of them wouldn’t turn, tipping off the mobster for a well-lined wallet. It had happened before, and it was a risk we had no choice but take.

Because I was in danger of being recognized and was the most junior agent on the team, I was planted in a backroom, a wall of monitors in front of me. From there, I could see nearly every part of the airport.

After a mic check, the other three dispersed to the assigned area to watch and wait, and I was pleased with how well the agents fit in.

Fifteen minutes later, my gut tightened as Smith strolled in, taking a seat near Tanner, who was flipping through a golf magazine. I reported to the development to my fellow agents. “Our rabbit is ironically wearing head to toe white this morning.”

Tanner didn’t even flinch, just cleared his throat as an affirmative that he’d heard me. I studied him, hoping I’d be as good as him one day.

Smith flipped through an old magazine as he waited, not looking at all like the bastard he was. He was so relaxed, one would never guess his status or that he was waiting for a henchman to take out a woman he suspected was an agent.

I gritted my teeth as I watched the man. I looked forward to taking him down. The world would be better off with that man behind bars.

Listening in to air control, I learned that our target’s flight had wheels on the ground and was rolling to the gate. I reported the development, adrenaline surging through my system. It was about to happen. Good or bad, it was all going down.

Stevens had been leaning on the wall, acting like he was looking through his cell phone, a huge pair of headphones covering his ears as he bobbed his head to the music. He walked straight by Smith, going to buy a cup of coffee, I knew. I watched Smith look over his shoulder at Stevens then shake his head and grin. He must’ve been smiling because Stevens reeked of marijuana. He had doused himself with that scent to make his cover more real. It looked like it was working.

The first few people came off the plane. The rest trickled in, and I spotted the men who looked out of place. They wore black suits, complete with black hats that were tilted just enough it made their faces impossible to see.

Before I pointed them out, I wanted to make sure Smith was going for them. He sat perfectly still though. Maybe I was just going for the most likely suspects. I kept looking, but my eyes went back to Smith as he got up and went to a small bookstore. He went inside, and I changed the monitor I was looking at to follow him.

Placing some cash on the counter, he was given a black bag the clerk took from under the desk. He walked back out, and I changed monitors again. Very smoothly, the men in black fell in step several yards behind him. If they had even made eye contact, I hadn’t been able to see it.

This was clearly not their first visit.

I reported the development, providing descriptions. “They’re on the move.”

Stevens moved first, coffee cup in one hand, his phone in the other, tapping away with his thumb. For the casual observer, the collision was an accident. A distracted walker not paying attention. Coffee splashed all over Smith’s nice white suit as the men collided. I hoped that it was hot.

“What the fuck?” I heard Smith shout over Stevens’ wire.

Like true practiced criminals, Smith dropped the black bag, and one of the men picked it up, heading toward the men’s room.

“Move in, Tanner,” I said in my mic.” Men’s room. Moore, create a distraction. Shout at Smith that he dropped his black bag.”

There was no hesitation. “Hey, Mister.” Moore hurried up to him, her face a mask of concern. “Those men took your bag. I saw them.”

Smith, still irate about being doused with hot coffee, tried to wave her off. “I’m sure you’re mistaken.”

“But I saw it,” Moore crowed, pointing after the men. “I’ll get security for you.”

“No!” Smith shouted, grabbing her arm. He looked around him, noticing people staring, and lowered his voice. “I’ll take care of it. Thank you.”

At the same time, Tanner intercepted the men. “The lady is right. I saw you steal from that man.” He pulled his phone from his pocket like he was a do-gooder calling 911.

Then everything happened at once. Guns were pulled, punches were thrown. My heart pounded as I could do nothing but watch the screens, rooting for the good guys.

I didn’t breathe again until all three goons were on the floor.

Smith was spewing threats and claiming false arrest as handcuffs were snapped around his wrists. The other men were less vocal but very menacing as they were cuffed and patted down, the local authorities coming in to assist.

I sat back in my seat, my heart still hammering, hands trembling from the rush of adrenaline that was slowly fading from my system. There was still a mile-deep pile of red tape we’d have to wade through to make the charges stick, but we had them for now.

Dropping my face in my hands, I let out a long breath. After all the buildup, the actual takedown was almost a disappointment. Had I really drugged and lied to the man I was crazy about for… this?

Yes.

Yes, I had.

Of course, things could have gone much differently, I reasoned with myself. Shots could have been fired. Injuries. Fatalities. We’d been lucky to have such a well-trained team assembled, and things had gone exactly as planned.

Maybe Zane would understand and forgive me. With things having gone so smoothly, maybe I wouldn’t have to leave after all.

Hope filled my chest, and I pushed up from my seat.

I’d find him. I’d tell him the truth. I—

“Don’t move, darlin’.”

I froze, barely groaning as the gun drove into my back. Fingers came over my mouth before I could react or make a sound. Hot garlic breath was sickening as the man pressed his lips to my ear.

“Do exactly as I say.”

He yanked out my earpiece and crushed it under his foot. The mic was next. The man knew what he was doing. I nodded, forcing my breath in and out of my lungs, needing the oxygen to clear my head so I could think myself out of this mess.

Who was this man? Where had he come from? Was he on the plane, and if so, how had I missed him?

So many questions, so few answers. But I knew one thing… if he was my assassin, I would already be dead. So what did he want? And did I have any leverage on my side?

As he guided me through the office door, I caught a glimpse of his reflection in the glass. From what I could tell, he was holding a revolver. Another tell. This man wasn’t planning on leaving shells for evidence.

Another glimpse told me he was wearing a suit. Not black this time. Something lighter. Cream or taupe.

Passing the security desk, I saw a guard on the floor, blood spilling around him from a brutal-looking neck wound.

The gun jammed harder into my back, and the man whispered, “Act natural, darlin’.”

“What do you want?” My voice was calmer than I expected it to be.

“Something that’s mine.”

“And what exactly would that be?”

His grip on my arm was excruciating, his fingers digging nearly to the bone when he answered with one word. “Smith.”

Damn.

I swallowed. “That’ll be a problem.”

He chuckled. “Only if your superior doesn’t value your life like I hope.”

It was a trade. Smith for me.

“No.”

He chuckled again. “Spunky. I like that.”

“Freeze!”

It was Miranda’s voice. She was behind us, but I knew it was her.

The man whirled, his arm coming up around my neck, dragging me with him. The gun nearly cracked a rib as he pulled me back against him. His back was to the wall, leaving me to shield him from the front.

“Easy…” It was Miranda again, her gun up, spectators screaming and running for cover. From the corner of my eye, I saw Tanner ease behind a potted plant, his pink shirt barely hidden.

“Smith for the girl,” the man behind me yelled. “Trade goes down on the tarmac, under my terms.”

Miranda met my eyes, and she gave me an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

No, I mouthed, hoping she understood. They couldn’t give Smith up. He was too important to our cause.

I raised one finger, pointing right.

“You’ll let Ms. Anderson go unharmed?” Miranda asked, keeping the man talking.

“Yeah. Follow my instructions and the trade will go smoothly.”

I raised a second finger, my heart throbbing in my temples. The air in my lungs struggled to get past the arm clutching my throat.

As I raised my third finger, all I could think about was Zane.

I’m so sorry.

Three.

I leaped into action. Bringing my elbow around, I ducked and turned, moving as fast as possible.

Bam!

Bam! Bam!

The man dropped to the floor, his cream-colored suit blossoming with red.

“No!” Miranda’s eyes were wide in horror. “Sloane!”

Why was she looking at me that way? Why was she rushing to me?

Why was I falling?

Why was the world growing dark?

And why couldn’t I feel any of it?






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Zane

As pissed and hurt as I was, I wasn’t about to let Sloane do everything on her own. She could be badly hurt or killed if I did that.

If she wasn’t already.

I had no idea when she’d left me. No idea how far behind her I was. But it was still early, the sun was just beginning to come up.

I moved at hyper speed to get dressed and grab my bags to head out. Luckily, a speedboat had just come in, bringing in more guests. That told me that the hit men most likely had arrived. A lot earlier than Smith had us believing.

The bastard.

On board, the boat took an agonizing forty minutes to get to the airport. My heart was pounding as I thought about all the things that could be happening to Sloane right now.

Yes, I was mad as hell at her for her deceit, but my anger could wait until I was sure she was all right. If I could ever fucking get there!

The questions stirred in my head, flooding my mind with doubt. Was everything between us a lie? Was she that good of an actress?

Or was I just that big of a fool?

As much as I wanted to protect her, I had to think about myself too. Setting myself up for her to lie to again and again wouldn’t be healthy for me. It would tear me apart eventually. I had a lot to think about, and so did she. And we’d do that, either together or separately.

I wondered about the plans we’d made, or rather, I made. As I looked back on it all, going over every little word we’d said in the last couple of days, I had been the one who made plans. She simply went along with them.

Could it be she never meant to follow through with any them?

I had so much to ask her. And I’d get my answers. If I had to hook that woman up to a lie detector to get to the bottom of everything, I damn well would.

If I found her, that is. Everything centered on that. And her being okay.

When I finally saw the main island, I thanked God I was almost there. I caught sight of a black jet taking off, and something told me she was in it. It wasn’t marked as far as I could see. No signs of it being FBI, but I felt it in my bones.

I shook my head to clear it. It couldn’t be her. I couldn’t have missed her by that small amount of time.

But what if I had?

What if she was gone?

Hope was fast retreating as fear took its place. Everything felt like it was spinning. My head felt light, and I leaned over, putting my head between my knees so I wouldn’t pass out.

The boat cruised into the dock. After a sharp turn that had us coming in sideways, we stopped. A hand touched my shoulder. “You okay?”

“No.” I looked up at the captain. “But it’s not your fault.” A porter came, grabbing my luggage, sensing my urgency as I was hustled to the airport.

The first thing I noticed was how electric the atmosphere was when I got inside. People were talking excitedly to one another. I looked around and saw no sign of Sloane.

Thinking the best place to start would be at the security station, I went there with my cell in hand. Pulling up one of the pictures I took of us together, I showed it to the small woman who stood behind the desk. “I’m Zane Boyd, and I’m looking for this woman.”

Her brown eyes flashed wide, but only for a second before her expression went back to normal. She gestured for me to come to the room that was behind her. “If you come this way, we might be able to help you, Mr. Boyd.”

Based on her expression and actions, I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved. I followed her as the man who carried my baggage put it down. He shook his head, backing away. “I’m not going in there.”

Weird.

With no time to ask questions, I tipped the man and picked up my bags myself, carrying them into the little office. A rotund, walrus-looking man stood up when I entered the room. The door closed behind me, and I heard it lock. My spine bristled. Now I understood why the porter hesitated.

“You are looking for Sloane Anderson?” The man gestured to the small wooden chair in front of his desk, and I tried not to show my surprise that he knew her name. I hadn’t said it, only shown the picture. “You are Zane Boyd, the man Ms. Anderson’s been staying with, no?”

“I am. Do you know where she is? I need to find her.”

Hope that I was going to find her swirled together with terror that I was too late.

Then the man smirked at me and crossed his arms over his bulging stomach. “If a woman wanted to be found, then she would be. Please leave the airport. There is nothing here for you.”

I just stared at him, anger seeping through my pores. “Can you at least tell me if she’s okay?” I placed my hands on his paper littered desk. I wasn’t leaving without some answers.

“Okay?” He rubbed his chin. “Why wouldn’t she be? That woman is more than capable of defending herself. Even more so than most men.”

My chest finally relaxed.

She was okay.

“Can you tell me what happened? I’ve been a nervous wreck since I woke up and found her gone. She and I had plans. We were going to live together. Fuck, maybe get married…” I trailed off as the man’s smirk grew into a look of outright sympathy.

“I hate to break it to you, Mr. Boyd, but you were used.” He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table, threading his thick fingers together. “Agents must use every available resource, and I’m sure the US government appreciates not only your participation but your confidentiality as well.”

My heart cracked, then sank to the bottom of the ocean. “Did she actually say that I was only her cover?”

He exhaled a long breath that stank of cigarettes and coffee, even from this distance. “No. She didn’t say anything about you at all. We were briefed by another agent that you might be making inquiries. I was told to break the news gently.”

I couldn’t believe it.

“She told me she was FBI.” It occurred to me she could’ve even lied about that. “Was she?”

He nodded but didn’t verbally confirm. “I can see that you’re heartbroken. Take it from me, any kind of undercover agent is not easy to love. They lie for a living, Mr. Boyd.”

“Yeah, I know.” My heart was barely beating. Everything inside of me ached. She’d been so dishonest, yet… what? How could you love someone you didn’t even know? “Can you please tell me what happened at least? I have to know.”

He was already shaking his head. “I’m sorry. That’s classified information.”

I was getting angry now. “I understand, but you need to understand that I was part of the operation. I helped—”

The man chuckled and stroked his bushy mustache. “Mr. Boyd, I’m sure your, um, services were appreciated. I’m sure if they are needed again in the future, the young lady will be in contact with you.”

This was getting me nowhere.

I’d been used. Discarded. I didn’t want to make things worse by continuing to make a fool out of myself… or being hauled off to prison for beating this smug-ass man half to death.

I rose from my chair, mustering every ounce of dignity I possessed. “Thank you.”

He didn’t bother to stand. “Good day, Mr. Boyd.”

Just as I reached the door, it clicked open, saving me the embarrassment of trying to break it down.

Stalking out, I realized I had no idea what to do next.

No, that wasn’t true. I did know.

It was over.

She was gone, and I didn’t know where.

“May I be of assistance, sir?”

It was the woman from the security desk. I shook my head and went in the direction of customer service. I had a jet to catch. A life to put back together.

There were police everywhere. Crime scene tape. A body under a tarp.

I hoped it was Smith. It was a man. The size gave it away.

An hour later, I was in the air, staring down into the ocean. Taking out my phone, I scrolled through world news updates. Nothing.

Would a shooting in a small island airport even warrant a headline?

“Coffee, Mr. Boyd?”

I shook my head. “Scotch, please. Breakfast of champions.”

The attendant simply nodded. “Right away, sir.”

Completely dejected, I refreshed the screen, hoping some news report would appear. Nothing.

I drank scotch and refreshed. Nothing.

Again, when the attendant poured my second drink. Nothing.

A thought occurred to me. The airport shooting might not’ve been making world news, but it might certainly spread like wildfire with staff and crew.

“Jacob?”

The attendant turned back to me. “Yes, sir?”

“Did you or the pilots hear any rumblings about a shooting in the airport?”

His eyes grew wide. “Yes. You were very lucky to have just missed the action. From what I understand, the situation was very tense for a while.”

I refreshed my phone again. Nothing.

“I was hoping for more information, but it doesn’t seem to be making the news.”

He tapped his lips. “Did you YouTube it?”

“What?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Every person with a smartphone probably recorded the action and had it uploaded within seconds.”

I began tapping at my phone. “You’re brilliant.”

He beamed at me, then stepped closer to watch over my shoulder. “There it is. Maldives Airport Shooting.”

Sure enough, he was right.

I tapped play.

The video was jerky and the person recording it had been late to the game because three men were on the ground being handcuffed. I recognized one of them as Smith.

Damn straight.

But where was Sloane?

Frustrated, I scrolled for additional titles. “There,” Jacob said. “Maldives Airport Shooting, Part II.”

I tapped, and disappointment had me sagging in my seat. In this video, Smith and the two men in black suits were being hauled away by airport security personnel as well as some hippie-looking dude and another guy in a pink shirt.

“Freeze!”

The person recording jumped and whirled around, the video image a blur until it stabilized.

My heard squeezed. It was Sloane, and there was a man behind her, his arm around her throat. She was wearing a yellow sundress, her eyes huge in her pale face.

“Oh my,” Jacob breathed from behind me.

People were screaming, and the person recording was running, so I missed an exchange of words. Behind a column now, the person stabilized their phone, then zoomed in.

As I watched, Sloane lifted a finger, clearly trying to communicate with the female agent in front of her.

Oh no. The man was talking, something about a trade.

She raised a second, and I thought I understood. My heart was a roaring monster in my chest. “Don’t do it,” I told the phone, my anxiety ratcheting in degrees.

But she did.

When the third finger lifted, Sloane became a blur of swinging elbows and twisting body.

I jumped as the gunshots rang out. One. Two. Three.

The man collapsed against the wall, and for a moment, I could breathe again.

“No!”

It was a female voice, and suddenly, I understood. The agent was rushing to Sloane, who was looking at her in disbelief.

Red — the color of fire.

Yellow — the color of sunshine.

Together, the combination simply looked evil. Wrong.

There was so much blood.

The video stopped as the woman I loved was falling to the floor.






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Sloane

Five weeks later…

Tendrils of steam floated up from my cup of herbal tea, playing with one another as if they were happy dancers, moving to a slow rhythm. Miranda elbowed me gently, regaining my attention.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

I set the cup down on the table. “I’d owe you change.”

She rubbed my arm, her face filled with sympathy. It was an emotion I had grown to hate the past few weeks.

“You still miss him.” It was a statement, not a question. And I knew the look on my face answered it anyway. She nodded, knowing all too well what I was going through. As female agents, we all faced falling for men who thought of us as breakable little girls who needed their protection.

We were far from that.

I swallowed. I used to be far from it anyway.

Resting my hands on the wheels of my wheelchair, I pushed myself to the window of the rehab center that had been my home for exactly twenty-nine days. I had a gorgeous view of the parking lot and a tiny green strip of grass beyond. I wheeled away and faced my room instead.

It wasn’t much better.

Though an effort had been made to brighten the sterile space, it was still a hospital room at its core. A vase of fresh flowers Miranda brought for her visit sat beside the bed. A quilt my mother made spruced up the metal bed as did the one tossed across the rocking chair.

It made me feel old.

Used up.

Depressed as all hell.

Although I was fighting it, constantly reminding myself how lucky I was, the depression settled around me like a wet blanket, especially at night.

In the dark, as my legs spasmed from the day’s exertions, I had too much time to lie awake and remember. And those memories always spiraled around him.

The way he looked at me. The way we moved together. The way my heart was simply happier when he was at my side.

And I threw it all away.

For what?

My ego?

My need to prove my independence? My badassness? My loyalty to an old friend?

“Stop it.”

I glanced up at Miranda. “Stop what?”

“Whatever is causing this wrinkle…” she poked me between the eyes, “to exist.”

I blew out a breath and forced my face to relax. “Better?”

She sat down on the rocking chair so I didn’t have to crane my neck up to look at her. “Much. Want to talk about it?”

“Not really. What’s there to say?”

She lifted a shoulder. “Well, you could start with how it felt to take a few steps by yourself. That’s a freaking big accomplishment in such a short amount of time.”

I smiled. She was right. I did take steps. Not on my own exactly, but close enough. Using the bars for support, my legs had moved five full steps.

The bullet caught me as I was turning, entering my abdomen and glancing off my T12 vertebrae, causing the bone to fracture. Although my spinal cord wasn’t severed, the fracture pressed on the sensitive nerves. I was taken to a local hospital for immediate surgery to remove the resulting hematoma and stabilize the vertebrae, taking pressure off the cord.

As a result… I was lucky. I could feel my legs, and my therapists felt sure I’d be able to walk again in a few months, although it was doubtful I’d be running any marathons in the near future. Or ever.

Leaning forward, Miranda took my hands in hers. “I need to tell you something.”

My stomach immediately began to churn. When Miranda arrived unexpectedly, I knew there was a purpose behind the visit. We drank tea, did some idle chitchat, but now the time had arrived. “Go ahead, tell me.”

She took in a deep breath. “Zane has gone online, offering a million-dollar reward for any information on you.”

My eyes popped open, and I gripped the sides of my chair. The room did a few revolutions around me as I attempted to breathe. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not.”

Rolling the chair to the table where my iPad lay, I tapped the screen, then tapped again. Shit. Miranda was right. There, so achingly gorgeous I nearly hugged the device to my chest, was Zane. I tapped play and closed my eyes as his voice filled the room.

He held up my picture. “This is a woman I’ve known as Sloane Anderson…”

I was leaning against the railing outside our little bungalow. It was my profile and I was smiling up into the sun. “I don’t remember him taking this,” I murmured.

He held up another. I was asleep, my hand under my cheek, my hair falling into my face.

“I’m very worried about her, and I’m offering one million dollars for information regarding her well-being.”

Another. I was laughing.

“If you know her, tell her that there isn’t a day that goes by that I’m not searching for her, that I’m not thinking of her, dreaming of her.”

Another. Walking toward him.

“We didn’t know each other long, but she made a profound impact on my life.”

Another. Me wearing snorkels.

“I miss her.”

Another. I was asleep on his chest. He was in the photo too. It was on the boat after the snorkeling trip, I realized.

I smiled. Zane was a better spy than I was.

“Please, if you have seen this woman, please tell her I’m sorry.”

I frowned. Sorry for what?

“And Sloane…” He looked directly into the camera, those green eyes gazing directly into mine. “I love you. I miss you. I’m worried half sick about you. Please… put me out of my misery. One word. Just one. Call me.”

The offer of the reward popped up on the screen and I laid the iPad in my lap.

Miranda’s hand came down on my shoulder. “He’s right. There hasn’t been a day since you were shot that he hasn’t called or dropped by the office. Even though I’ve been tempted a number of times to just tell him where you are, I’ve kept my promise.” She tapped the iPad. “But now, with a million dollars on the line, there is no HIPPA regulation, no change in identity that will stop someone from cashing in.”

She was right.

A tear fell, and I swiped it away. But another one followed. Then more.

“I don’t want him to see me like this.”

It was a terrible admission. All ego, no soul. But there it was… I couldn’t face the sympathy I knew I’d see in his eyes.

Her voice was gentle. “Isn’t it better than not knowing?”

I met her eyes. “He’ll stay. He’ll feel like he has to. Because he’s an honorable man—”

She quirked her brow. “For a total hot ass playboy.”

That got a laugh out of me. “Yes, for a playboy or anyone.”

Even before the shooting, Zane considered me to be someone he had to watch over, keep safe. I looked down at my legs. And now?

“Honey, why is him staying so bad?”

I swallowed the emotion that threatened to strangle me. “Because I’m not the same woman he met. I can’t do the same things I once did. I can’t…”

Make love? I actually had no idea if that was a possibility.

“It’s just better if he forgets about me. Then he won’t feel compelled or whatever to take care of me or some shit like that.”

Miranda frowned, her jaw growing tight. “Better for whom? Did you look at his face? His eyes? Did you see the strain there or are you so caught up in your own pity party that you can’t see what’s in front of you?”

My fingers itched to slap her. “Is that what you think?”

“Yeah, it’s exactly what I think. And I’ve been thinking it for a while now, but like everyone else, I’ve been tiptoeing around you.” She stood, jamming her fists on her hips. “Not anymore.”

“Don’t you tower over me. Just go away!”

“No!”

I stared at her, then dropped my face in my hands. She was right. I knew she was right. She knew that I knew that she knew that she was right. Or something like that.

I needed to face this. Face him. Put both of us out of our misery. It was the fair and honorable thing to do.

“Okay.”

Miranda sank back into her chair. “Okay, what?”

“Okay, I’ll call him.”

She closed her eyes in relief. “I’m glad.” When she opened her eyes again, she was grinning. “On behalf of me and everyone in the office, thank you for doing this.”

“Was he really that bad?”

She rolled her eyes. “Bad isn’t the half of it. Matthews threatened to arrest him a few dozen times.”

“Really?”

“Yep. And for the record, Matthews is in complete agreement that you should get in touch with the poor man. He said if he thought you’d follow orders, he’d actually order you to do so.”

“Is he still mad at me for getting shot?”

She rolled her eyes again. “He would have preferred that you didn’t. But he’s proud of you. For a rookie, you did good.”

I snorted and look down at my legs. “Well, I rookied myself right out of the field.”

“Have you thought anymore about working in the crime lab?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been giving it a lot of thought, actually. I think catching bad guys like that could be fulfilling too.”

“That’s great. I—”

“Sloane?”

Both of our heads swiveled to the partly opened door, only to find an ancient-looking woman peering at me through the six-inch crack. Miranda answered for me. “Who are you looking for?”

“Are you Sloane Anderson, young lady?” She pointed a gnarled finger at me.

Well… shit.

The woman grinned at me, her dentures pearly white against her wrinkled mouth. “You are, aren’t you?” She cackled, a distinct wicked witch kind of sound. “It’s her, Ethel,” she called out to someone who apparently didn’t have very good hearing and took off on her walker. “We’re rich!”

I looked at Miranda and groaned.

“Well, if you want that million dollars, you better beat that old woman to the punch,” I told her and she laughed.

“Actually, if things keep going the way I hope they’re going, I’ll have my own personal sugar daddy to fulfill my every wish.”

My mouth dropped open. “Spill.”

Miranda Moore actually blushed. “Remember the man who spoke to me at the airport before all holy hell broke loose?”

I nodded. “Tall, dark, and handsome?”

“Well, he and I have been chatting the past few weeks, and he re-offered his offer for me to visit.”

I wasn’t sure if my smile would fit on my face it felt so big. “And you’re going?”

She giggled. Miranda Moore giggled. Clad in the usual FBI garb — black suit, white shirt, sensible footwear — such a joyous sound should have never been allowed to escape. “Next week. I have some time off coming up, so I thought… what the hell.”

My heart squeezed. “I hope you have a wonderful time. Take yourself some of that boho chic clothing though. You rocked that look, girl.”

“I did, didn’t I?”

I wished I was going with her. I wished so many things.

She squeezed my hand. “You’re going to call him?”

I squeezed hers back. “Yeah. I’ll put him out of his misery.”

And me out of mine.






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Zane

The smell of bacon filled the air as I stepped into the breakfast nook off the kitchen. When I left the island, I went to my parents’ place in Scranton. I just didn’t want to be alone or go to another exotic location.

It was only supposed to be for a few days, but I was still here most of the time, weeks later.

Acting like a lovesick puppy.

Sloane haunted me. I saw her virtually everywhere. Even her scent lingered on the clothes I brought home.

I tried to find her.

God, did I try to find her.

At first, her coworkers were mulishly silent, but lately, the looks of sympathy they shot me wounded me to the core.

I’d come to the belief that Sloane Anderson wasn’t her real name. If it was, the two best private investigators in the damn country couldn’t find her. The only Sloane Anderson they found of the right age and physical description was apparently dropped on this earth by aliens only a few years ago. Five weeks ago, they apparently came back to get her.

She’d disappeared as mysteriously as she’d appeared.

I didn’t think she was dead. If that was the case, surely someone would have told me. Not even huge men in SWAT jackets could be so cruel.

Then, where was she? Why wouldn’t she see me? Talk to me. Write me a note.

Was she really so coldhearted?

“Coffee, dear?”

I leaned down and kissed my mother’s powdered cheek. “Sounds good.”

She inspected me as she handed me the cup. “Did you sleep better last night?”

“Yeah, better,” I lied, but she didn’t look convinced.

She sighed. “I’m worried about you, sweetheart.”

I sipped the coffee, not wanting to have this same discussion again. I knew she was worried. Both of my parents were. I just needed some time to dig myself out of the hole I found myself in.

My phone rang, and I dug it out of my pocket. It was my P.I. I answered the call. “Hey, Frank. Any luck?”

He exhaled a long breath. “It depends on what you call luck. If luck equaled a shitload of leads, yeah, we’ve had plenty of luck. My assistant is actually threatening to quit if we don’t hire some help.”

“Hire it. On my dime.”

Frank laughed. “Of course it will be on your dime, but that’s not all that’s on your dime. With this reward, you’re going to be paying off my mortgage while I track down and quantify all these leads.”

“That’s okay. Any good ones?”

“Let’s see…” I could hear him flipping through papers. “Your girlfriend has been spotted in all fifty states and half of Europe. One whack job places her as the ghost that hides in his closet. Another thinks she’s secretly living in his attic and stealing data from his wi-fi.”

I groaned.

“But wait, there’s more. We have her dating Kidd Rock, and one old crone has her living in her old folks’ home. Says she’s paralyzed and has a fetish for quilts.”

“You’re kidding.” I sank down on the stool, aware of Mom’s worried look. “I thought my reward would help.”

“And it still might. I warned you that this would happen, but the thing is, you’ve got to dig through a lot of turds to find the diamond.”

That made zero sense.

I shook my head. “Hire more staff if you need to. There’s no budget on this.”

“I know. I know. You’ve said it before.” Frank exhaled so loud it crackled the phone line. “Just hate seeing you like this, Zane. When is enough going to be enough?”

I scratched at the growth of whiskers I hadn’t yet shaved off. “When it feels like enough, I guess.”

Another long sigh. “Roger that. I’ll be in touch if anything sounds promising.”

“Thanks, Frank. You do that.”

Mom slid a plate of bacon and eggs in front of me, and I smiled at Barbara, the wizardly looking cook who’d been working for Mom and Dad since way before I was born. She gave me a wink, making me smile for the first time in days.

I crunched into a slice of bacon, even though I didn’t have the appetite. I’d lost weight over the past weeks, not that I cared. I still worked out like a fiend, probably even more than I ever had. Pushing myself in the gym, lifting weights until my arms were dead was a distraction. And it helped me to sleep. At least a little.

My phone rang again, and I was tempted to ignore it. Especially when I glanced at the screen and didn’t recognize the number. But because so few people knew how to contact me on my personal cell, I decided to answer.

“Hello.”

“Zane?”

My bacon fell to my plate. My heart fell to my stomach. I pressed the phone tight to my ear, praying I wasn’t hallucinating. “Sloane?”

Both my mother and our lifelong cook turned to gape at me.

“Yeah, it’s me.”

I practically ejected myself from the stool. It was her. I’d know that voice anywhere. “God…” All my air left me in a rush, leaving me gasping for breath. “Thank God. Where are you? How are you? God, baby, do you know I’ve been out of my mind?” Anger wanted to seize hold of the joy but I pushed it away. For now.

“I’m sorry. I… Zane… I…”

She began to cry, and I was man enough to admit, so did I. “Sloane—”

“My name is Lillian. Lilly Carlyle. I was named after my grandmother.”

I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye. “It’s beautiful. Like you. Perfect.”

“You don’t hate me?”

“No. Never. But I don’t understand.”

She sighed. “I know. If you’ll listen, I’ll explain.”

No. Not like this. Not over the phone. I needed to look into her eyes. Not that I’d be able to tell the difference between truth and fiction, but I needed to try.

“Where are you? I want to see you.”

The silence was so long I feared we might have been disconnected.

“I’m different.” The words were small, hesitant. And I didn’t give a damn.

“I want to see you,” I repeated, willing her to say yes. That one word would save my sanity.

“I’m in D.C.”

The bastards. I’d been to D.C. dozens of times, and her coworkers wouldn’t say a word. I could respect their loyalty, but damn.

“I can be there in four hours. Hell, I could take the jet and be there in an hour.”

She laughed, and I closed my eyes at the sound. “I’ll text you the address. Text me back your estimated arrival time.”

“I will.”

The call was winding down, she’d hang up soon. There was so much to say, so much that didn’t feel like it could wait. As I listened to her breathing, I knew I needed to be patient. I needed to not take control.

“Sloane?”

“Lilly.”

I breathed in the name. “Lilly, I’ll be there as soon as possible. Promise me you’ll be there waiting.”

“I promise. I’m ready to explain.”

The silence stretched, neither of us willing to break the connection.

“See you soon,” she finally said.

“Yeah. Soon.”

The line went dead.

“Well?”

I looked up to find Mom’s and Barbara’s arms around each other as they watched me, clearly waiting for the whole story.

“I’m going to D.C.”

Barbara hooted, and Mom covered her mouth with her hand. I hugged them both.

“I’ll call Steven and have him ready the plane,” Mom offered.

“I’ll make you up a couple sandwiches for the trip,” Barbara added.

I knew I shouldn’t be so hopeful, so quick to forgive and forget… but damn, I was happy to finally have the chance to see her.

Within the hour, I was in the air. An hour after that, I was on the ground. Mom had even hired a car and driver so I wouldn’t have to deal with traffic.

I was nervous as hell as I gave him Sloane’s — Lilly’s — address.

Soon, we were pulling into a drive. I looked around. New Haven Health and Rehabilitation.

My stomach tightened, uncertainty curdling inside it.

In a daze, I walked inside and was told that Lilly Carlyle was expecting me, and given a room number. But I didn’t know what to expect. Hoped I was man enough to face it.

“It’s him!” came a loud whisper, and a tiny woman with a walker nearly toppled her friend over. “We’re rich, Ethel! We can live out our days being fanned by cabana boys on a tropical island.”

The pieces fell together. Crone. Old folk’s home. Something about quilts and…

I arrived at room twelve.

Paralysis.

I was frozen, staring at the one and two on the door. I shook my head. This was Sloane inside. Shit, Lilly. Whatever.

It was her.

I’m different.

She had warned me.

My heart was in my throat as I knocked. It hammered in my ears, almost blocking the soft, “Come in.”

Then she was there.

Her.

Sitting.

Beautiful.

Her blue eyes shining with every emotion possible.

It was her.

And everything else faded away.

I could breathe again. I hadn’t drawn a full breath in weeks.

“Hi.” It was a lame beginning, but it was a start. “I’m Zane Boyd.”

She smiled, the smile that showed all her teeth and made her eyes crinkle in the corners. “I’m Lilly Carlyle.”

Our hands touched, clasped, clung together. Then I was on my knees and my lips were on hers. The only place they belonged.

“I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered, tears pouring down her face.

I laughed. “I missed you more.”

Her brow furrowed. “I’m different.”

I tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “You haven’t changed.”

There was a great big elephant in the room. It needed to be addressed.

“What happened?”

She told me a story of bullets and surgery, physical therapy and probabilities. “I’m not fully paralyzed, but I won’t be dancing anytime soon.”

That sparked an idea. “You wanna bet?”

Her eyes narrowed at me, the woman I knew on the island shining through. “I’ll take that bet.”

I pulled out my phone and opened the music app. Decision, decision. I selected one and put the phone aside.

She was still looking at me funny as Mazzy Star’s smooth voice filled the room with “Fade Into You.” One of my favorites. I smiled down at Lilly — yes, Lilly — knowing we were either about to create a beautiful memory, or we’d fall on our faces.

I held out my hand. “Shall we?”

She clearly had doubts regarding my sanity because she looked from face, to my hand, and finally, her legs. I didn’t explain. Didn’t beg. Didn’t bully. I just waited.

Deciding to trust me, she placed her hand in mine.

Leaning down, I lifted her until she stood on my shoes. Automatically, her arms wrapped around my neck, her body pressed against mine. I held her tightly against me, my forehead falling to meet hers as I moved my feet, swaying us to the music.

“How can you forgive me so easily?” she asked, her breath warming my lips. Her expressive eyes were filled with hope and fear and… lust, I was happy to see.

“Forgiving is easy. Forgetting will take a while. We still have much to discuss, but right now, I just want to hold you. Is that okay?”

Her eyes filled with tears again, and she blinked them away. “Yes.”

Damn. That mouth. Those lips. My dick pulsed, remembering everything.

Our faces were just inches apart, and the desire to take those lips, drop us to the floor, and take her was almost too much to contain. When I didn’t kiss her, she pulled my head down until her lips almost touched mine.

“If we’re not going to talk about things yet, can we do this?”

My answer wasn’t verbal.

I growled into her mouth as the weeks of fear and longing melted us together. I took her mouth with a fierceness I didn’t think was inside me until that moment.

She moaned into my mouth and kissed me back with a primal urgency I could only hope to match. Lifting her higher onto my chest, I walked us to a small loveseat in the corner of the room, my lips never leaving hers.

Her fingernails dug into my scalp and I wasn’t sure if I was the predator or the prey. And I didn’t care. All that mattered was this. Her lips on mine.

I sat down, and Lilly used her upper body strength to turn her body until she was straddling me.

Once we were face to face, I pushed her hair back, looked my fill of her lovely face.

“I was wrong.”

Her breath left her in a whoosh, her face instantly guarded. “About what?”

I stroked her back, her shoulder, her arms. “There are some things I need to know before we go further.”

She nodded. “Ask.”

“Was everything a lie?”

A sob escaped her lips, but she didn’t cry. “No. It was too real. I think that’s what scared me.”

“Why did you leave me?”

“It was my orders. I was told we couldn’t offer you protection, so I—”

“Drugged me.”

She didn’t blink. “Yes.”

“Do you love me?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to be with me?”

“Yes.”

“Is it only because your…” I squeezed her thighs, “circumstances changed?”

“No.” She shook her head vigorously. “No! After we took down Smith and his goons, I was leaving the monitoring room with the intention of going back to you.” She grabbed my face between her hands. “That’s the truth. I was going back to you when a man caught me by surprise.”

“And you were shot?”

“Yes.”

I turned my face and kissed her palm, leaned into the warmth of her hand. “Why did you wait so long to call me?”

She looked ashamed. “I didn’t take the diagnosis well, and I didn’t want to bring you into the hell I was going through.”

I nodded, understanding. “Why did you call me today?”

“I saw your video.”

I couldn’t help but ask. “So, you want a million dollars?”

She poked me in the chest. There was my girl.

“No, but I think a couple of the old ladies here might want part of the pie.”

I nodded. “Already met them.”

She waited for the next question, and I pondered and discarded most of them. Except the most important. But first…

Moving my hands into her hair, I pulled her head back and kissed her neck, stroking my tongue over her soft skin. Her fingers tightened on my shoulders, and she ground down into me so hard, I could feel the heat of her sex against me.

“One last question.”

She licked those sultry lips. “Yes?”

“Can I break you out of this joint for the night?”

Her laughter was pure joy. “It isn’t a prison.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Sloane

It was good to be out of the rehab facility. Be in a car.

Be with him.

I still couldn’t believe it.

He was right. We still had much talking to do, but that didn’t have to happen right now. Just like any dating couple, the details would trickle out. The thought made me smile. Us. Dating. After our explosive meeting, it was funny to think about us doing something so normal.

Well, normal for us. Our version of dating was on steroids with loads of heavy baggage attached.

As Zane pushed me through the plush hotel lobby, not as many people stared at me as I thought they would. It was something I’d been worried about. That people would stare. That their eyes would be full of sympathy. But they didn’t.

And I was wrong.

Having them not stare was worse.

It’s been said that hate was the opposite of love, but as people turned their heads or refused to meet my eye, I realized that avoidance was more painful.

At least hate was pure, it had foundation.

Avoidance was true to its origin. It left a void, made you doubt your presence and substance within the universe.

As we rolled, I found myself trying to smile at people, catch their eye, let them know that I was here, that I existed. That it was okay to acknowledge me. That I wasn’t a cripple. I was so much more than that. I was alive. Here. Not the same, but fully present.

In the elevator, Zane laid his hand on my shoulder, and our eyes met in the mirrored wall.

If I’d become weaker during our time apart, he’d become stronger. His muscles seemed to be bigger even though he appeared to have lost some weight. His hair was a little longer too, like he’d been avoiding the barber. I liked it. It made him even more Tarzan-like.

The room he’d rented was lovely. I heard him speaking to the hotel staff on our way there, asking for an upgrade to a room that was handicap accessible.

I still wasn’t sure how I felt about all these new labels. Handicapped. Disabled. Challenged. Maybe I was focusing on the wrong ones. My other labels were no less true. Woman. Lover. Friend. Colleague. The package was different, but the contents of that package didn’t have to change.

We had sweeping views of the White House, National Mall, the Washington Monument, and the Capitol Building, but I only had eyes for Zane.

“Are you hungry?”

I shook my head. “Not for food.”

His nostrils flared an instant before his eyes grew concerned. He knelt in front of me, taking my face in his hands. “Will I hurt you?”

I honestly didn’t know. I told him that. “This isn’t something I’ve spoken about with my therapists… but if they have me up walking, surely a different type of exercise will only be helpful.”

He raised a brow. “So, are you using me as your personal jungle gym?”

I ran my hand through his hair, smiling at my earlier observation as the curls slipped through my fingers. “Is that okay with you?”

He kissed the tip of my nose, my ear, my neck. “Absolutely.”

“Zane?”

He lifted his head. “Yes?”

“I’d like to take a bath first, if that’s okay. It’s been a long time since I’ve had access to one so big.”

He kissed the tip of my nose again. “I’ll fill it for you now.” He pushed up to his feet, and a few minutes later, I heard the water begin. And with it, the doubt flooded back.

Zane didn’t mind doing these things for me now, but what about a month from now? Six months? A year? Would he soon find me to be a burden?

I gave myself a mental shake. I had to stop thinking so negatively. I was meaner to myself than I’d ever been to a bad guy.

When Zane came back in only his jeans, my mouth began to water, and he must have sensed my instant lust because he grinned. “Arms up.”

It took a second to understand what he wanted before I slowly raised my arms, and he pulled my shirt over my head. With a flick of his fingers, my bra was next. He considered me for a moment, trying to decide how to handle me.

“I can stand.”

He smiled but the gesture didn’t show through in his eyes. He still looked concerned. “Show me.” I noticed he stayed nearby as I used my upper body strength to get to my feet. “Bravo.” But there was a frown on his face as his eyes scanned my torso.

“Yeah… ugly scars.”

He shook his head and stepped closer to me. “Never ugly,” he said, his fingers unfastening my pants. They dropped to the floor, and soon, my panties followed. “So beautiful,” he murmured, his thumbs sweeping over my nipples. They hardened instantly at his touch, and I moaned with the pleasure.

Stepping forward, he effortlessly lifted me into his arms, then turned in a fast circle, making me laugh. “Do you know how much I’ve missed this? Having you in my arms?”

I did know. I’d missed it just as much.

We kissed, and he carried me into the bathroom. When he lowered me into the water, I groaned loudly as I sank into its warmth. I relaxed and went under. All the way under, cocooned below the surface until I needed a breath.

Reaching for the handle, I pulled myself up to find him sitting on the side of the tub. I quirked a brow. “Coming in?”

His eyes flared, the green growing darker. He stood and finished undressing. My entire core squeezed as his cock popped free from his boxers, pointing straight at me.

Zane climbed in behind me, and I was soon surrounded by his arms and legs. I loved it. He palmed my breasts, squeezing them, kneading them until I ached with the need for more.

Desire twisted in me, and I turned my head to find his mouth. The movements weren’t fluid, but between the two of us, we managed to get me turned until I straddled him, his hard cock between my legs.

I ground down on him, so very grateful that I could feel him. Yes, my injury could have been much worse. A few more centimeters to the right and my spinal cord would have been severed.

His teeth were on my neck, biting my skin, leaving marks across my shoulder, his hand dipping low to find my clitoris, to sweep inside. I didn’t care about marks. All I cared about were the sensations below my waist.

“Can you feel this?”

I took his face in my hands, meeting his eyes as I came. Pleasure exploded, and I cried out, feeling my eyes roll back in my head. His fingers slowed, but stayed inside me, on me.

“I love making you come. Love watching your face. Hear the noises you make.”

I laughed. “Please don’t ever take a picture of my orgasm face. I might never recover.”

And that was how it was for a while. We laughed and kissed while he shampooed my hair and I shampooed his.

Kissed while I washed his back, his chest, his arms.

We kissed as he washed me in return, his strong fingers kneading the muscles as he cleaned.

Turning on the water, he picked up the handheld nozzle. “Lean your head back.” I did what I was told and soon the bubbles were rinsed away. I touched his face, traced its strong contours while he finger-combed silky conditioner through my hair.

“This was never a lie, was it? This powerful attraction between us?”

It hurt my heart to see the doubt, the worry, in his eyes. “Not for an instant. You have some mighty powerful mojo, Mr. Boyd.”

“Only for you.”

I breathed in the words and took his mouth in a long kiss.

“I want to make love to you now,” he said. “In bed. On top of you. I need you, Sl…lilly.”

I laughed. “Slilly?”

He laughed too, pressing his forehead to mine. “I think I like it. You have to admit, it suits you.”

I reared my head back. “Slilly suits me? I think I might possibly be offended.”

He pulled the drain on the tub, still grinning. “Get over it. You are now officially my Slilly, the perfect combination of badass Sloane and gentle Lilly. I decree it to be so.”

I batted my eyes. “Well, if you decree it then… okay. Just not in public.”

He laughed, and I noticed he didn’t make any promises. “Let’s rinse off and get out of here.” He turned on the nozzle and rinsed us both as the bath water drained away. He stood, and I watched the water run down his powerful legs.

He was so very beautiful. Powerful and strong.

Mine.

Because I decreed that to be so.

I would hold on to him with both hands and my teeth. I would work harder in therapy to walk so we could dance in earnest. And if I couldn’t dance, then I would make him so happy that nothing else mattered.

“What are you thinking?”

I let my eyes take a long stroll down his body. His cock bobbed under my hot gaze. “I’m thinking that I can’t wait to have you in my mouth, my body.” It bobbed again, as if nodding in approval.

“Then let’s make that happen.”

I was scooped up and deposited on the floor in front of him, the tile cool under my bare feet. “Hold on to me,” he said as he wrapped a towel around my hair.

Just like things had been easy between us when we first met, it was easy now. He just seemed to get me. Understand my limits without any awkwardness between us.

Feeling steady on my feet, I reached for a towel and dried him too.

“I decree us dry enough,” he said and swept me into his arms.

“Yes, my king.”

Weeks ago, he would have tossed me on the bed. Now, he gently lowered me onto the mattress. But that was the only concession he made to my handicap. I could tell that he wasn’t going to treat me with kid gloves otherwise. And I was glad.

My hunger for him surprised me. Surprised him.

I wanted to feel really alive again. Feel this. Feel him.

Before he could move away, I sat up and took his cock in my hand. Steel wrapped in the softest velvet, it pulsed in my palm, growing even harder in my fist. I stroked down, and he groaned. He was long and thick, my fingers unable to close around the base. I swiped my thumb over the head, spreading the drop of pre-cum before taking him in my mouth.

His fingers were in my hair, fists pulling at the strands as I licked and sucked, cupping his balls in my hand. He growled low in his chest as I took him into my throat, wanting to consume all of him.

With no warning, he pushed me until I was on my back, his cock popping from my mouth with a sound that was erotically vulgar. Before I could protest, his lips were on mine, stealing my breath, his fingers clamped around my breast.

“Please.”

I wasn’t sure what I was asking for, and he didn’t ask me to elaborate as he kissed down my throat and chest until he was sucking on a nipple. Each pull of his mouth sent pleasure down into my toes.

“You’re so beautiful,” he growled against my skin as he continued to pull bliss from deep inside my core. Each time he sucked, I arched into the pleasure, my legs weak but bending at my command to help me.

Then he was kissing my scar, licking into my navel, spreading my legs apart. I cried out, gripping the sheets when his mouth found me.

“Do you feel me?”

“Yes.”

I did. It was different than before but no less powerful. No less urgent than my need of him.

Not just this. But the man. This man who’d fallen into my life, been temporarily entrapped in my web of lies… and who loved me anyway. The depth of my feelings for him astonished me.

I sank my fingers in his hair, needing to hold on to him. He tongued me harder, faster, sucking my lower lips into his mouth. I felt it, felt everything when his fingers entered me.

Crying out, I was overwhelmed with sensation. His fingers moved inside me as his tongue and teeth stroked up and down my sex. I was going to come, probably harder than I ever had in my life. As it built, I feared that it would shatter me completely. “Please… I can’t.”

“You will.”

I did.

As I exploded, he licked and sucked, his hand moving up to my breast. My desire for him intensified as his fingers twisted and squeezed my nipple. Pleasure danced with pain, leaving me breathless as I absorbed and surrendered to it all.

Zane moved up my body, licking into my mouth, his knees pushing my legs farther apart.

“Tell me you want me.”

My eyes snapped open and I looked into his. “I want you.”

“Tell me that you need me.”

“I do. I need you. And not just here, not just now. I need your presence, Zane. I need you in my life. These past weeks have been miserable without you.”

His nostrils flared, satisfaction in his eyes.

“Tell me you’ll never leave me.”

I cupped his dear face in my hands. “I will never leave you. Never again. Even if you try to get rid of me, you won’t be able to.”

He lowered his hips, settling between my legs, the tip of his cock nudging my entrance. “Date me. Live with me. Let me take care of you. Let me hire a therapist to come into the home we choose together.”

My heart squeezed and I smiled. “Date?”

He smiled too. “Yeah… those things where I pick you up and we go to dinner and a movie. We get to know each other, ask lots of questions.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of those.”

He kissed the tip of my nose. “The only difference is that I’ll pick you up at our master suite. I’ll drop you off at our door. It’ll be perfect.”

It would be perfect. Not typical, but exactly right for us.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you withholding sex until I say yes?”

He chuckled, the sound vibrating from his chest and into mine. “And if I was?”

“Then I say you have perfected torture. You could give the FBI some tips.”

He pulsed his hips, giving me less than an inch of his length. “So… Slilly. Will you date me?”

I rolled my eyes. “I suppose. It’ll be hard putting up with all your sexiness, but I… ohh.”

He was inside me. Deep. To the root.

With a combination of strength and gentleness, he made love to me, careful to keep his weight off my hips and stomach. I wasn’t able to wrap my legs around him like I wanted to, but I’d just make that another goal to attain.

“I love you,” I said, my hands on his face, needing him to see the truth of my words in my eyes.

“I believe you.”

Beautiful words. Words I held on to and vowed to never take for granted.

When I came and he followed, it wasn’t the explosion of sensation I was used to experiencing with Zane. It was still powerful. Just different.

And maybe different wasn’t so bad.






EPILOGUE

Sloane

The cool ocean breeze came through my parents’ overwater bungalow.

I was back in Maldives and the weather couldn’t have been more perfect for the happiest day of my life.

Miranda was curling my hair, her blue and green bridesmaid’s dress falling from the thin straps on her elegant shoulders. She smiled at me in the mirror. “Nervous?”

To my surprise, I wasn’t. I held out my hand to check for shaking fingers, but I was steady there too. “I’m actually surprised at how calm I am.”

She sprayed a curl, trying to force my normally straight hair into some semblance of beachy waves. “I’m not surprised. You’ve worked hard for today.”

I had worked hard.

Zane had moved into my little D.C. apartment until we found a house we both loved. It wasn’t a mansion, but it was spacious with large rooms and wide doorways that gave me plenty of space to wheel around. A heated pool in the backyard was a place Zane would often find me when I wasn’t in the FBI crime lab, where I’d begun to work three days a week.

He built a gym and hired a therapist as promised. Over the months, I grew stronger, and my legs slowly began to move at my command. I wasn’t ready for a marathon, or even a ten-yard dash, but I could do what I’d strove to do today. I would walk down the aisle to my man.

Mom came out of the bedroom, turning in a circle. “So, how do I look?”

A slenderizing column dress in the palest blue had Mom looking like a fashion model. “Hey, now. You aren’t supposed to outshine the bride.”

She swept her hand down the dress and fluttered her eyelashes at me. “This old thing?” Then she sighed and the tip of her nose turned pink. “Sweetheart, you look so beautiful.”

Looking back into the mirror, I felt beautiful too.

Miranda swiped at her eyes. “Okay you two. Knock it off. No ruining of makeup until the ceremony at least.”

Dad stepped into the room, looking dashing in super trendy khaki suit I’d chosen for the occasion. Mom and I had gone round and round about the dress code for the wedding. She “envisioned” formal while I wanted comfort and ease during my paradise bound nuptials.

I won, and Dad looked wonderful. I couldn’t wait to see Zane in his suit too.

Miranda made the last curl. “There you go. You look gorgeous.”

I looked closer, impressed with my friend’s many talents. She’d even done my makeup, and I was glowing. I almost didn’t recognize myself.

The past year hadn’t been all rainbows and butterflies. Zane and I fought. Not knockdown, drag out like at the beginning of our relationship, but we still snarled and spat at each other at times. Fighting then making up.

The fighting mainly revolved around my work, and how, now that I was benched in the crime lab, it was me who didn’t want him to join the bureau. I didn’t want him to be in danger.

He found that pretty ironic. I guessed I found it ironic too.

He’d finally relented, and we’d come to a mutual agreement. I would work in the crime lab a couple days a week, and he would continue to be my beck-and-call playboy. So far, it was working out great for me, for obvious reasons. For Zane, taking care of me tapped into his naturally protective nature.

I’d learned to not take his hovering as proof that he didn’t think I could do things on my own. It was just his way. And it was a good way once I got used to it. He didn’t clip my wings. He just provided me a safe place to land if I fell.

As he and I grew closer, Zane began to show more interest in his family’s business. He didn’t want to work in the company full time, but he joined the board of directors, pleasing his parents to no end.

And speaking of his parents. I loved them. Adored them. They adored me too.

I was happy.

And more than anything, I was content.

I’d made my peace with Sloane, my friend. The girl who had become my alter ego. The girl to whom I always had something to prove.

Sloane Anderson was dead. The YouTube video that went viral was proof.

Charles Smith and his buddies were still battling it out in court, and they probably would for years. That was okay. The judge refused to grant him bail, believing him to be a flight risk.

Through the power of social media, I learned that Grace had dumped his ass and was now arm candy for another sleazy-looking man. It was too bad. I’d genuinely liked her, but she made her own choices. I silently wished her well.

Miranda clapped her hands together loudly, snapping me out of my memories. “Game time, people.”

I smiled at my friend. “Thank you for everything.”

She kissed my cheek. “You’re welcome. Now go out there and get this done. My vacation clock is ticking and I want to spend all the time I can with my man.”

I laughed. Miranda and her tall, dark, and handsome were going strong. In fact, she and Gavin had a neighboring bungalow, completing our small, intimate group.

“Ready, honey?” Dad came to me, extending his arm as Mom and Miranda went on ahead. “Time to give my beautiful daughter away.” He kissed my cheek, and we left the bungalow.

I froze. “What is that?”

I eyed the brightly decorated golf cart sitting on the dock.

Dad winked at me. “Your chariot, darling. I knew you didn’t want to be in your wheelchair today so…” he extended his arm in Vanna White fashion, “viola.”

Tears pricked my eyes. He was right. I didn’t want to be in my wheelchair, and refused to go down the aisle in one. I’d known I wouldn’t have the strength to navigate the island on my own and had mentally submitted to the idea that I wouldn’t be able to completely abandon it.

“It’s perfect.” I wrinkled my nose at the balloons and streamers. “Gaudy, but absolutely perfect.”

Off we went toward the gorgeous secluded section of the beach where we would exchange our vows. As we approached, the sky changed colors above us as the sun began its evening decline.

Knowing I might have trouble navigating over the sand, the wedding planner had a specially made bamboo runner brought in. Dad parked and squeezed my hand. “Ready, sweetheart?”

I took in the scene before me. Flower encrusted arches ran down the petal covered bamboo runner, at the end of which the most important part was standing.

Zane.

His eyes didn’t leave me as I took Dad’s arm and walked toward him.

Walked.

It was slow, but I was in no hurry as the cello’s soothing notes ushered me on.

Walked.

As the sky all around us burned with color.

Walked.

To my future. My family. My everything.

Then I was there, and Dad was kissing my cheek, and Zane’s hands were in mine.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, tears shimmering in his eyes.

“So are you.”

My last identity change was taking place today. In a few moments, I would be Lilly Boyd, and I’d hold on to that name for the rest of my life.

“Dearly beloved…”

The pastor began the official ceremony. I heard the words as clearly as I heard the background music of the waves washing back and forth over the sand.

“Do you, Slilly Carlyle take Zane Boyd to be…”

Really?

Very slowly, I turned my head to look the pastor in the eye. He grinned and sliced his eyes toward Zane, who was grinning too.

Instead of poking him in the chest, I just shrugged. What the hell did it matter?

“I do. I absolutely, positively do.”

And I did.

And we did.

And the ceremony was over with Zane sweeping me into his arms.

He kissed my nose. “I thought you were going to punch me back there.”

I pressed my lips close to his ear. “Paybacks are hell. I brought my vibrator for later. Bzzzz.”

He laughed and kissed me hard. “You’re joking, right?” Was that fear I saw in his eyes?

I could use that.

“Maybe I was,” I teased, running my hand through his hair. “Maybe I wasn’t.”

The thing was… we had the rest of our lives to find out.

THE END
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CHAPTER ONE

Scarlett

“We have two more coming up from ER!”

I stared at Melinda in disbelief, but the charge nurse just shot me a sympathetic look and kept running down the hall of the labor and delivery unit where I’d spent the past twelve hours. And where I’d possibly spend the next who knew how long. I glanced at my watch. It was nearly seven, nearly time for my shift to end, but one thing was for sure… from the looks of it, I wouldn’t be going home for the next couple hours at least.

A call bell rang, and I looked up to see that it was the birthing mother from hell — again. I sighed and ran an arm over my brow. I stuffed a peanut butter cracker into my mouth and downed two swallows of my Snapple Peach Tea before straightening my ponytail and heading to her room.

Plastering on a smile, I headed to the patient’s bedside, barely able to suppress the chuckle that wanted to burst from me each time I saw how ridiculous the woman looked. It didn’t matter how elegant our most sophisticated birthing room was decorated, nothing was good enough for this first-time mom. Upon arrival, she’d had her “people” change the sheets of the hospital bed from the practical white cotton-poly mix to ridiculously expensive — and slippery — pink silk.

“In honor of our precious daughter’s birth,” the primping diva told me when I first saw the room’s transformation as she smoothed the newly added furry white blanket with her bejeweled hand.

Of course, it wasn’t.

Mrs. Celine Harlington-Worthington, the Fifth — aka Cece-Gorgeous on Instagram — only thought of herself and hadn’t stopped taking selfies since her arrival ten hours ago. Her accoutrements for the glorious occasion had nothing to do with the baby in her womb. The decorations included pale pink twinkle lights that cast a soft glow around the woman — the better to selfie herself with, no doubt. The outrageously expensive looking silk gown that was going to be ruined in a few hours showed off super slim, tanned arms and breasts that were bigger than my ample ass cheeks. And silliest of all, the diamond encrusted tiara perched on the twenty-two-year-old’s head appeared to have real diamonds. The curling iron on the nearby nightstand was being carefully watched by her stylist, who checked her hair and makeup every few minutes, pulling from the suitcase of cosmetics by her side as needed.

Mrs. Harlington-Worthington, the Fifth wasn’t a queen. Or a princess. She was worse. One of those Instagram models who made money from showing off her tits and ass… and now her baby was going to be swept down that money track too. Not that she needed it. She’d snagged an older billionaire dude who called her precious and sweedums. She was semi seriously on my list for a psych eval, but my smile stayed in place as I asked the soon-to-be momster, “How may I serve you?”

Crap. I hadn’t meant for it to come out exactly that way.

Mrs. HW5 didn’t seem to mind. “I think you should check me again. I’m quite certain I’m at ten. I just can’t imagine my body taking so long. I’ve been preparing for this moment for weeks, and I’m quite behind schedule.”

I suppressed a sigh and headed over to the monitor to look at her strip. Baby looked good. Mom looked good — on paper. “I checked you just a half hour ago. I doubt there has been much change.” Not with these wimpy ass contractions, I wanted to add but didn’t. Her doctor needed to be shot for admitting her this early in labor. Especially on an evening like this.

She raised her chin, and the reflection from one of the diamonds in the tiara nearly blinded me as it refracted the light. Her perfectly glossed pink lips pursed together. “I’m quite sure you’re mistaken. I can feel my body opening in glorious anticipation of Marie Claire’s entrance into our world.”

This poor baby.

I glanced at Mr. Worthington, the Fifth, who was still tapping away at his laptop. He hadn’t even lifted his head since I entered the room, his thick silver-streaked black hair shining in the pink ambiance of the lighting. He was at least forty years her senior and was “very busy with his important work” as Mrs. HW5 told me several times. 

“Celine, I—” I stopped when she raised an eyebrow, then cleared my throat, forgetting about my earlier instructions to use her formal married name. “Mrs. Harlington-Worthington, the Fifth, I—” Another call bell sounded at the nurses’ station, drawing my attention. “I’ll be right back.”

Her overly drawn smoky cat eyes blinked rapidly at me, the long fake lashes reminding me of spider legs as they swept her bronzed and highlighted cheeks. “But, I want to be checked now.” Her cool blue eyes dropped to my shoes and crawled their way back up my pink and chocolate-brown scrubs. “And please do change before the baby’s born.” She glanced at her stylist, who jumped to attention, reminding me of what a soldier would do for a general. “Can you do something with her? Makeup, hair.” She gave a tight smile as her cool blue eyes assessed me. “Something more, um, photo friendly.” Her eyes grew large and she inhaled a great gasp, and I wondered if she was finally feeling a contraction. When she thrust a finger into the air, I realized she’d just had an idea. A terrible idea by the way she was eyeing me. “We’ll do a makeover for her! Won’t that be delightful? We’ll call it Ambush Makeover, Nurse Edition, and it—”

I held up my hands as if warding off a slap. “Um, no. Thank you for the kind offer, but no.”

Mrs. HW5 thrusted her lower lip out in an exaggerated pout, and I was nearly overjoyed to see the pink smear of her gloss create a semicircle on her chin. My delight lasted only an instant before the stylist swept in and whisked the gooey flaw away, then pressed some powder to her already unshiny nose.

Heat flooded my face. I could feel it scorch its way up my neck and to my cheeks. Not from embarrassment of how I knew I looked at the moment, but from the sheer audacity of this woman. This was New York. I had divas aplenty on this ward. But this was the diva of all divas, and I wanted to slap the stupid tiara off her hair extensions and thrust her curling iron up her tight ass.

I wanted to scream at her. I wanted her to know that all twelve of our birthing room beds were full and that we had patients vying for an open one downstairs. I wanted to chide that she shouldn’t even be admitted yet, but because her husband pretty much owned half of New York City, her every wish had been granted by a suck-ass doctor who refused to say no when the very first contraction hit.

I wanted her to know that, in the room next to hers, a woman was going through labor too, but would be pushing out a baby who had already died from profound anencephalies, and she and her family knew they’d never hear that first precious cry. I wanted her to know that we’d already had another fetal death earlier this week. And I’d been the one who washed the vernix from the little boy’s limbs and swaddled him like I’d swaddle any newborn, handing him over to his sobbing mother and the father who looked like a feather would knock him off his chair.

I wanted to shout at her about the dejected thirteen-year-old down the hall, who’d be handing her baby over to the overjoyed adoptive parents also in the room—and who would be going to live at a friend’s house after discharge because her parents had kicked her out when they learned she was pregnant.

I wanted to shout at this pampered princess that, three doors down, a mother had sacrificed her life for the sake of her child. The thirty-one-year-old woman had been diagnosed with brain cancer when she was nine weeks pregnant. She’d foregone chemotherapy and treatment so that the baby could be born healthy. She might get to spend three months with him, but probably less. She and her son would go home tomorrow morning, and her family would wait for the cruel reality of her painful death.

But I didn’t shout any of those things, because I also knew just how much this mom deserved her special day too. Yeah, she might be over the top, by a lot. She might be annoying as hell. She might even deserve to have that damn tiara yanked from her golden head... but today was precious. And I’d do whatever it took to make sure her baby came into this world safely.

And I don’t get my ass sued or Instagramed into the Nursing Hall of Shame.

As an L&D nurse, I loved my job, no matter how horrible the mom or the situation. It had been what I wanted to do since I was young and pretended my first Barbie was in labor with Ken holding her hand. Of course, at that time, I thought babies came from their mother’s belly buttons. It wasn’t until I went to live on my aunt and uncle’s farm in upstate New York when I was nearly eight that I learned the truth by witnessing a black and white calf come into the world. Yes, it was messy, but I’d been hypnotized by the process. I’d loved it. From that moment on, I watched almost all the farm animals give birth. I rubbed bellies, and when I was older, the vet would let me help, guiding me through every step while answering my plethora of questions.

Excusing myself from the room, I ran to the nurses’ station and hit the button to answer the call button for room ten, wondering where everyone was. “How can I help you?” I asked, keeping my voice as courteous as possible.

“Can my wife have more ice chips, please?”

I rolled my eyes but forced a bright smile on my face, hoping the action would come across in my voice. I checked the wife’s name on the board to confirm she was allowed this bit of comfort. She was. “Absolutely. Just a moment.”

Squirting out a hand full of antibacterial foam and vigorously rubbing it into my palms and between my fingers, I rushed to the pantry and scooped up a cup of ice, still wondering where everyone was. Today had been crazy, and the night didn’t seem to be getting much better.

There was a full moon, and I didn’t care how many people said it was an old wives’ tale, the change in moon did seem to affect amniotic fluid as much as it did the waves in the ocean. In addition to that, a significant barometric pressure shift had pressed down on the entire east coast from an incoming strain of storms. My sinuses felt it, and it seemed pregnant women near their due dates were feeling it too. Plus, it was September, one of our busiest months. Apparently, it was too cold in December and January to do anything but have sex in this town, so we always had a slew of late summer and early fall babies. And today, we were swamped with them.

“Here you go,” I told the panting mother-to-be, handing the ice chips to a concerned-looking woman holding her hand. Ah, yes. The lesbian couple. Or was the non-laboring one transgender? I couldn’t remember, and my poor brain refused to give up the information.

I checked the strip. Yep, she was having a contraction and was doing so steadily every three minutes. Where the hell was Olivia, her primary nurse?

“Will my epidural be here soon?” she asked when the contraction had faded, her wife wiping the sweat from her forehead with gentle fingers.

I took her hand in mine, giving her my best reassuring smile. “I’ll find out. We have a full house this evening, so try to be patient. Remember your breathing.” I looked at the wife. “Can you help her with that?”

I was given a shaky smile, and I squeezed the other woman’s hand too. They both looked to be in their late thirties, and I wondered if this was their first child. I didn’t have time to look in the patient chart, which made me feel extremely guilty.

On a normal day, I’d try to get her up and out of bed, have her walk or sit on one of the birthing balls. Maybe even take a shower, let the warm water hit her back and let gravity help with the baby’s descent. Do anything but lie in the bed and suffer the way she was suffering now.

But she wasn’t my patient, and I needed to figure out where everyone was. I gave her hand another squeeze and a gentle pat. “Either Olivia or I will be back soon.”

Hurrying out, I was so relieved to see Stephanie in the hallway, I nearly broke out in dance. “Where is everyone?” I whisper-yelled as I got closer to where she was tapping information into a computer on wheels.

She wiped a sleeve over her forehead. “Olivia and Melinda are in ER, assessing the two transfers. We don’t have any open rooms, so they’re trying to figure everything out. Everyone else is with their patients. Thanks for helping with ten. What did she need?”

“Ice chips and her epidural’s estimated time of arrival,” I told her and squirted more antibacterial foam into my hands. Some people were addicted to drugs, alcohol, gambling. Me and my nerd self had a hankering for Germ-X every time I passed it.

Stephanie shook her head, her eyes filled with sympathy and concern. “I warned her that anesthesiology would be slow in coming around. On top of the big twelve car pileup on the interstate, there was a smaller pileup about a half hour ago. Got staff all over the hospital calling in to say they’re stuck in the resulting traffic jam. Everyone’s pulling overtime until they can get here.”

I pressed my fingers to my temples. “You’re kidding.”

“I wish. OR and ER are filled with victims. We’re having all maternity patients diverted, but you know how that goes. Nobody wants to change hospitals or doctors. County is already full. Cameron is calling in help, so we’ll just have to hang in there.”

Well, there goes my girls’ night out with Amy and friends.

“How about we toss out Barbie?” I asked with a flash of my teeth. “One problem solved. No, actually two problems solved. We’ll free up a bed, and I won’t be going to jail for murder.”

Stephanie laughed, her dark eyes shining in the hallway’s bright lights. “I wish.” She blew out a breath that made her lips flutter. “Dr. Pansy-ass would probably clear out the entire floor for Mr. and Mrs. Moneybags if administration would let him.”

A call bell rang, and I gave her a salute before racing down the hall. I snagged my Snapple as I hit the answer button. “How can I help you?” I took a long drink of the lukewarm tea, then chugged another while I waited for someone to talk. When they didn’t, I said again, “Hello? How can I help you?”

Nothing. Then the same call bell sounded again.

A shiver of unease snaked up my spine, and the hair on my neck stood up. Setting down the tea, I raced to room six, shoved open the door, and… shit.

“Bloody hell,” I yelled, unsure of why I suddenly sounded British. I jerked my head sideways to make the vision of the two people having sex go away. Too late.

The man — not the baby’s father, who I remembered from earlier, was a tall blond dude with a nose the size of a small child — whirled around, his four-inch pecker pointing directly at me. His curly pubic hair, definitely not blond, was almost longer than his glistening midget member, resembling a worm being consumed by a bush. The mom screamed and yanked down her hospital gown, then pulled up the pillow to cover her face.

I. Am. A. Professional.

Lifting my chin, I cleared my throat, then reached into my pocket and rummaged past the rolls of tape, the pen light, alcohol wipes, sticky notepads, and ink pens to wrap my hand around a pair of bandage scissors in case I needed them. For limited protection. Not to offer the hairy dude a much-needed trim.

This wasn’t my patient, but I’d helped Lorie earlier with her admission, and had a gist of what was going on.

“Miss Patrick, do you know this man?” I was fully aware that it appeared to be a silly question given the circumstances, but one never knew. I had to make sure some random guy wasn’t taking advantage of a patient. I pointed at the guy’s penis. “Please put that away.”

He cursed, then whirled back around, and the hiss of a zipper was the only sound in the room. I was disappointed when he didn’t catch his scrotum in the teeth and become yet another patient in our ER.

The red-faced patient pulled the pillow down just enough to peek at me. “Yes. He… he…”

The guy cursed, then faced me again. He actually took a few steps in my direction and stuck out his hand. I didn’t shake, for what I thought were obvious reasons, and he slowly lowered it to his side, his face turning redder by the second. “I’m sorry. I’m Mike, Mindy’s boyfriend. I’m the father of the baby. We… I… shit. Heard that, you know, doing it helped things along.”

My eyes slid to Mindy, who was giving me a pleading look. My eyes slowly slid back to Mike. “Sexual intercourse…” I purposefully used the official name for doing it, just to see if it made him squirm — it did, “can help initiate labor, but Mindy is in active labor.” I glanced at her chart. “She’s seven centimeters dilated.” I made a fist, which was a little larger than what Mindy’s open cervix was when she was last checked. If I had a can of soda, I’d have used it for a better visual, but the exact measurement didn’t matter right now. “That means your penis was encountering this much of the baby’s head during penetration. You’re lucky her water hadn’t broken or we’d have an even more serious infection risk here.”

And you’re lucky your pecker wasn’t longer or you’d given the kid a concussion, I wanted to add just before I kicked the asshole in the balls. I did neither.

The guy paled and began kneading the back of his neck with his hand. “I’m sorry. I thought it might also, you know, distract her from the pain. I didn’t jizz. Only trying to help.”

Jizz? What did this girl see in this man?

As if to underscore his words, Mindy had a contraction and began to squeal as it hit her hard. Mike’s eyes opened wide and he gave me a see, it’s working look before turning to hold her hand, then nearly went to his knees as Mindy squeezed his knuckles into dust. Too bad she hadn’t gotten hold of his hairy balls.

Behind me, the door opened, and I turned to find a tall blond man with a big nose coming in without knocking, and Mindy’s eyes widened in pure panic. A bead of sweat trailed down her temple as she panted through the pain.

Oh, shit.

I gripped the scissors harder as adrenaline sent a surge of its juicy chemicals through my blood stream, making my heart start pounding in return. I angled away, taking small steps toward Mindy’s head, and the call bell. Where the hell was the call bell?

“Who the hell are you?” Big nose said, looking from me, to Mike, to Mindy and Mike again.

Mike was still in hand recovery mode, shaking the injured appendage before sticking it in the tall guy’s direction. I winced as they shook, but then realized both men’s hands had been where Mike’s were most recently. “I’m Mike,” hairy guy said, “you the doctor?”

Stunned at that assumption, I looked at big nose, who was wearing his jeans halfway down his ass, showing off his Fruit of the Loom underwear. Hairy guy — erm, Mike — wasn’t very bright, I assessed, if he thought this bozo was a physician. I desperately hoped he wasn’t the baby’s father, not that the alternate was much better. Poor kid was going to have a tough enough childhood as it was.

“Out, please.” I finally made my mouth work enough to speak up, flapping my arms in a sweeping gesture to herd them toward the door. “I want both of you to head to the waiting area while I check Mom.”

Once the two potential paternity candidates figured things out, I didn’t want the blowup to be in this room. And from the way they were eyeing each other, and from the still panicked look in Mindy’s eyes, it might happen soon. For big nose, certainly. He appeared to have more than a few brain cells working. It might take a little longer for Mike to figure things out.

I shooed them out the door and moved back to the patient’s bedside. She fell backwards onto the pillow, both hands covering her eyes. I pried them away and gave her antibacterial wipes to clean them. Damn. What was wrong with these people?

“So, what is the plan?” I asked her, desperately trying to keep my voice calm and sympathetic when all I really wanted to do was shake some common sense into the girl. “Do you know which is the father?”

She blinked rapidly while her head did a slow side to side. “I… I was hoping I’d figure it out when the baby was born,” she confessed with a little sob. “You know, by the hair color.”

I sighed, deciding this wasn’t the best time to get into a genetics conversation, then heard a small voice call out, “Can I help you?” Then it came again, barely audible. Realizing what it was, I followed the cord to the patient call box, which was wedged under a trembling Mindy. How she hadn’t felt the rigid plastic under her ass was a mystery. Well, at least I now knew why the buzzer had kept going off.

Before I could answer, Lorie came into the room. I practically leaped at the primary nurse, filled her in on her patient’s delicate situation, and left her with the mess, promising to call security to come deal with the men if necessary.

Suddenly, Instagram Barbie didn’t seem so bad, and I nearly flung myself into her room, pumping out a double dose of sanitizing foam along the way, working it into my hands and almost up to my elbows, wishing I could use it to disinfect my brain as well.

“It’s about time,” Mrs. Harlington-Worthington, the Fifth exclaimed with a huff that shot her bangs up into the air.

Bangs?

I blinked at her. “You’ve changed your hair.”

And with that one comment, my tardiness was apparently forgiven. She beamed and stroked her fingers through the even longer mane of even brighter blonde curls. “Do you like? I think it showcases the tiara better, don’t you?”

Poor, poor baby.

“Absolutely,” I said with what I hoped was a warm smile. “You look beautiful.”

She beamed even brighter, but what she didn’t know was that I’d tell that to any laboring mom, no matter how matted the hair or sweat-streaked the face.

Labor was the epitome of vulnerable, and often, a kind word or two went a long way toward easing the stress of the constant pain.

“Well, you still look terrible,” the social media brat said, and I immediately hated her again. “I don’t mean to be mean…” Sure she didn’t. “But you’d be really pretty if you just tried a little bit. Giselle and I were just talking about how good your skin is. A little pale, but it complements your auburn hair — which would be more attractive if you straightened it — and makes your blue eyes look even bluer. If I were you, I’d cover the freckles though. Have you seen the blending cremes on the market? They cover all kinds of deformities.”

I inhaled deeply through my nose as I typed in her chart. Deformities? When did a few spots on the nose and cheeks become a terrible thing?

Suddenly missing Mindy and the two-father dilemma two doors down the hallway, I ignored Mrs. Harlington-Worthington, the Fifth while I continued to chart and she went on about how best to contour my face.

“Aren’t you going to check me?” she asked with a huff, rubbing her hands over her slight mound of belly. If I didn’t know she was past her due date, I would have thought she was closer to seven months along. Her bump was tiny. “I’m probably ready to push by now, you took so long to come back.”

Inhaling another long, deep breath in through my nose, I let it out just as slowly. “Are you feeling any contractions yet?”

A pained expression came across her face, and she lifted her phone to take a picture of it. She looked at the screen, was clearly not pleased with the result, made an even more agonized face, and snapped again.

Oh, dear god.

“Yes.” She fanned herself with her hand. “It’s agony.”

Snatching up a pair of gloves, I snapped them on, thinking I could do this gently, or not so gently. I could even have thumb slippage and give her a little jolt in the ass.

Mrs. HW5’s eyes widened just as I was about to ask her to let her knees fall to the side. “Oh…” She grabbed her belly. “Oooh!” I glanced at the monitor, and hurray, oh thank you god, she was having a contraction. A real damn one. Finally.

The stylist surged forward and patted rice paper on her nose while my patient writhed on the bed. Dear heavens above. Calmly, I timed the contraction, encouraging her to breathe through the pain.

“Epidural,” she screamed, and her husband’s head finally popped up from his laptop screen.

He looked directly at me and snapped his freaking fingers. “Get on that.”

I shot laser darts of hatred onto his head as he looked back down at his computer and began tapping away, but ignored his command. I showed my teeth to my patient in what I hoped would pass as a smile. “I’ll check you as soon as this one ends.”

She continued to writhe and scream, her camera forgotten for a moment. If this was how real labor with her was going to be, I’d put in the epidural myself. Maybe even a backup one, just in case.

“Have you decorated the nursery yet?” I asked in way of a distraction as I felt her belly grow even tighter under my palms.

She huffed and puffed, but managed to nod as the contraction wound its way down. “Yes,” she panted. “It’s beautiful. Better than Princess Charlotte’s, no doubt. It’s… oh… oh… auggh…” The last sound ended on a scream that jerked her husband’s head up again.

He had a highbrow, annoying tone. “Do you plan on doing anything?”

I hated him.

I checked the monitor, touched the belly that was growing tighter again. Sure enough, she was having another. Labor could be weird like that sometimes. Hours of nothing, then everything happened at warp speed. Maybe her doctor was secretly a genius, and I should bow down and worship by his crystal ball.

“It’s been a couple hours since you went to the bathroom,” I said, knowing that a full bladder often increased contractions. I pulled up her gown to release the monitors she — and her freaking doctor — insisted be kept in place. “Let’s get you up. You can use the bathroom and walk around a little bit.”

She gave a dramatic sigh and rolled her eyes. “I suppose. It is tiring just lying here. I’m so used to being active. Just a second.” She raised her camera, took a picture, and I watched in astonishment as she typed, “Last pee break before baby!!” across the screen.

Lowering the bedrail, I helped her to her feet. It really was amazing how small her baby bump was for forty-one weeks. “How much do you work out?” I asked, genuinely curious.

Her hand went to her belly as she leaned heavily onto me. You’d have thought she’d just had major surgery from how slowly she moved. “At least twice a day, about two hours each session.”

I gasped. “You’re kidding.”

“No, and that was just in the past few weeks. I didn’t want the baby to get too big, create those atrocious stretch marks.”

Of course, stretch marks would be her primary worry.

More concerned now, I asked, “And what do you eat to stay so slim?”

We finally made it to the toilet. She sighed as a loud stream of urine hit the water. “Mostly green vegetables, a little fruit, but not too much. I have to get back into shape immediately, you know. Don’t want hubby turning me in for a younger model.”

I stared at her, and for the first time, saw something close to real emotion cross her face. It was there and gone in an instant, but it caused a flood of compassion to hit me. “I’m sure he wouldn’t do that. You’re perfect, and you’re giving him a baby to love.”

She blinked rapidly and yanked at the toilet paper, pulling off nearly a quarter of the roll. She wiped, and I helped her stand and get to the sink to wash her hands. I checked the color of her urine before flushing it all away, then snapped on new gloves as she stood and looked at herself in the mirror.

“You think I’m ridiculous, don’t you?” she asked softly but continued to stare at her reflection.

Yes. Yes, I did.

“No, not at all,” I said and went to stand behind her, my gaze meeting hers in the mirror. “I think you live a very different lifestyle than I do, with a different set of pressures.”

“I’m scared,” she whispered and began blinking hard again.

My heart squeezed a little. “Scared of what?”

“Carl’s never seen me without makeup,” she confessed, and I blinked. I’d expected her to talk about the pain of childbirth, being a good mom, being able to breastfeed with DDD implants.

“Never?”

Looking miserable, she shook her head. “And I don’t want him to, you know, watch the birth. I don’t want him to see me look bad… down there. I—” Her eyes widened, and she groaned as another contraction hit her.

After it had passed, I suggested we go for a walk, maybe finish our conversation as I tried to figure out the relationship dynamics and how best to care for my patient’s emotional needs as well as the physical ones.

She shook her head. “I just want to lie down again. I’m feeling a bit dizzy.”

Holding onto her tighter, I asked, “When did you last eat? A real meal?”

She glanced up at me and sighed. “A couple days ago.” She lowered her voice. “I heard rumors of women, you know, pooping during labor. I wanted to clean out my system so it didn’t happen to me.”

It also explained why her full-term baby was so small. I gritted my teeth, wanting to kick her doctor and her husband in the balls. She’d probably been dieting the entire time in addition to working out like a fiend.

“Well, let’s get you back into bed, and I’ll talk to your doctor about adding some additional nourishment intravenously. You can’t eat right now, but some glucose could help. I’ll check your blood sugar once you’re settled.”

Once she was back in bed and I’d placed the monitors back on, I checked and she sure enough was hypoglycemic. Knowing her asshole doctor would want to know her delivery status, I lowered the head of the bed and warned the other two people in the room that I was ready to check her. The husband turned away, his eyes never leaving the computer monitor while the stylist looked on curiously.

“Heels together,” I instructed Mrs. HW5. “Let your knees drop to the bed.”

And… gush.

Amniotic fluid burst out in a sudden flood, the color darkened with the baby’s meconium. Shit. Literally.

Worse, a section of the umbilical cord presented itself from her vagina. Just like that, we’d gone from prima donna labor to full-scale emergency in an instant. I glanced at the monitor, and damn, the baby’s heart rate plummeted.

I made a promise to never criticize a doctor again, even though I knew that promise would last about half a minute.

Jumping on the bed, I jammed two fingers into the writhing, screaming woman, found the baby’s head where it was pressing on the cord and gently lifted, taking pressure off the life-giving cord. The heart rate increased, giving us some time.

“What are you doing?” the husband shouted, launching himself to his feet so fast his precious laptop crashed to the floor.

Ignoring him, I twisted around and jammed my other hand on the call button, then began lowering the head of the bed even farther, putting Mrs. Harlington-Worthington, the Fifth into the Trendelenburg position, hoping to decrease the pressure on the cord.

I needed to give her oxygen but couldn’t risk removing my fingers to reach for it, and because of the silk sheets, I kept sliding around, making my precarious perch even more precarious. I felt Mr. Worthington, the Fifth’s tight fingers on my shoulder. “Get off of her. I’ll have your job on a silver platter.”

I winced at the pain in my shoulder but didn’t stop holding the baby’s head off the cord. Carefully arranging my face into my calmest expression, I explained the emergency in simple terms. “The umbilical cord has prolapsed, meaning it has slipped out of the cervix ahead of the baby.” Mr. W5’s face went milky white, and he swayed a little to the side. With my free hand, I clutched at him, not needing a bleeding or concussed father to worry with too. “The baby’s head is compressing the cord. I’m holding the baby’s head up. We’re okay for the moment, but we’ll—”

“Can I help you?”

Relief flooded through me as I recognized Olivia’s voice float into the room. “UPC. Prep OR. Need O2. Stat.”

In seconds, the door burst open, and I yelled for someone to get Dad. Within a minute, the entire bed, me included, was being pushed down the hallway, my fingers growing numb from holding the baby’s head up as my knees slipped and slid on the sheets.

“What’s happening?” Mrs. HW5 cried out, and I gave her a gentle smile as I hovered above her. I explained the situation again as we raced down the hall.

“You’re going to be fine,” I soothed. “I can feel your baby’s head. I think little Marie Claire’s got lots of hair.” With the gloves on, I didn’t know that at all, but it gave me something to talk about during one of her most terrifying moments. “I bet she’ll be as beautiful as you.”

Mrs. HW5 smiled, just a little, tears shining in her eyes. “Do I look okay?” she asked and it didn’t even piss me off. I laughed and promised that she did.

We were lucky. An OR had just been cleared and cleaned after one of the traffic accident victims, so we were wheeled in immediately. I held my position as we moved to the operating table and the OR nurses covered me with blue sterile sheets.

Covered as I was, I couldn’t see anything, just listened as the anesthesiologist gave the go ahead, indicating she was asleep. The sound of the scalpel slicing through skin was shiver inducing, but still, I held my position, knowing my fingers were the only thing saving this precious little human at the moment.

Within minutes, the weight of the baby’s head was lifted from my fingers, and I could finally remove my hand, although it took a few moments to uncramp from the position it had been in for so long. I crawled off the table, my legs shaky beneath me as sweat dripped down every part of my body, and pulled off the gloves, tossing them in the trash.

Then, there was the cry, the sweetest sound in the entire world. It started out small, then grew stronger with each breath. I deeply hoped the meconium didn’t affect her too badly.

That sound was one of the reasons I loved this job so much.

“Great job, Scarlett,” Dr. Edmond said, glancing up from where he was delivering the placenta before going through the process of sewing the patient back up. Mrs. HW5 would probably have a hissy fit about the vertical scar, but it couldn’t be helped, and I hoped she would find beauty in it one day.

As I watched him stitch up the uterus that was still lying on the outside of the patient’s body, my hand went to my own scar, caressing the long line of puckered tissue that ran down my side.

Maybe I’d find beauty in my scar one day too.






CHAPTER TWO

Langston

“Langston, sweetheart, are you sure this is what you want to do?”

I looked into my mother’s honey-colored eyes and gave her a kiss on her soft cheek, inhaling the Clive Christian fragrance she favored. “Absolutely sure. The time will pass in a flash. I’ll call every week, I promise.”

She waved a hand in front of her face, as if she could wave the threatening tears back into her eye ducts, the growing pinkness from her nose. I bit back a groan and held the tiny but formidable woman to my chest. I loved my mother dearly and hated to see her genuinely sad.

I was a lucky son of a bitch. I’d hit the lottery at birth, had been given the golden ticket just by being born. Not just in wealth and privilege, but by also having a mother and father who adored me, who only wanted the best for me. And if they attempted to steer my life a little too much… it was a small price to pay to know that, no matter what, I was genuinely loved by at least a couple of people on the planet.

“I know,” she said with a delicate sniff as she reached into her sleeve for one of my grandmother’s antique handkerchiefs she kept there. “It’s just so surreal. You were away at school for so long, and then moved around so much. I thought for sure you’d finally move back home to take over your father’s practice. Then this…” She sniffed and blinked harder, but a tear escaped this time, sending a shot of guilt into my gut as she gently dabbed it away, careful not to distort the public persona she’d so carefully crafted over her fifty-eight years.

She was right. I had been away at school for a long time, but that had all been part of the master plan conceived by my parents long before my actual conception thirty-six years ago. To a letter, I’d followed their wishes. Well, for the most part, anyway. Four in the exclusive boarding school I’d been thrust into for my high school years. Then another four at my father’s alma mater, Columbia, then another four in medical school. That was followed by five incredibly grueling ones in the residency program, years that sleep deprivation had pretty much evaporated from my memory.

I only strayed from my parents’ path when I’d chosen a two-year fellowship in a busy inner-city trauma surgery program instead of quietly stepping into my father’s established New York City surgical practice. I wasn’t yet ready to deal with the cushy but sterile life of treating high society gallbladder attacks and appendectomies. I wanted more action. That was what I loved. Getting my hands dirty while patching people back up, pulling them back from the brink of death, and giving them a few more years on this earth while riding the high of a stress-induced adrenaline rush.

Following the fellowship, I’d spent the past couple years as locum tenens, floating around the country, practicing wherever I was needed, moving between inner city and remote rural as necessary. After spending my entire life in practically one place, I’d enjoyed the variety of different cities and towns, mountains and deserts — and the lovely ladies with different accents was a bonus, especially the southern ones. But it still wasn’t enough. I wanted to explore the country a bit before settling down on the East Coast permanently. I wasn’t ready to plant myself in any one place. When I was approached by Doctors Beyond Borders, I’d jumped at the chance to spend more time away from familial obligations. Because I knew, once I took over my father’s practice, it would all be over.

The travel.

Freedom.

Flying under society’s radar.

All my life, I knew it was coming, but I’d hoped I would at least be forty before that noose slipped around my neck. At thirty-six, that deadline was looming close, then after that, there would be the pressures of settling down and continuing the family lineage, as my parents hadn’t been blessed with a spare to take that pressure off.

“I just miss you,” Mom said and straightened her face. “When I knew you were in the States, it was an easy flight to come visit. Now…” She shivered, and I knew she was envisioning wild animals and mosquitos and dirty conditions of living in huts with no running water. She wasn’t far off.

“Just think…” I said, trying to reassure her, “when I return after my time in Maiduguri, I’ll never want to leave the comfort of the carriage house again.”

Her eyes brightened, as I knew they would when talking about me actually having purchased a place in which to settle down, then she tapped her lips with a finger. I knew what was coming next. My mother, as delicate looking as she appeared, was a shrewd businesswoman and loved to “tinker” in real estate, as she called it, increasing her astounding inherited wealth exponentially over the past few decades.

“Are you quite sure you wouldn’t be happier with a Central Park view, darling? Sting’s penthouse is on the market and word on the street is that I could snap it up at fifty-two.”

It was hard not to roll my eyes. In my mother’s world, fifty-two million dollars was a bargain she could easily write a check for. I remembered how she’d just looked at me like I was some alien being zapped into her life when I purchased the 1903 carriage house and began the process of bringing the old building back to life. It wasn’t finished yet, but the contractor and decorator I hired came well recommended and promised to have it completed months before I returned from overseas.

“You should drop into the carriage house and see the work they’ve already done,” I said to distract her further. “They’ve pulled down the ceilings to find the most incredible beams. I can’t believe anyone in their right mind thought it was a good idea to plaster over them. And the floor will be the showcase of the entire building when they’re finished.”

The distraction worked, and Mom brightened, tucking the lace back into the sleeve of her twenty-thousand-dollar Versace gown. “Yes, I’ll do that. I’ll keep everything on track while you’re…” She sniffed again. Shit, the handkerchief was making a reappearance. “Gone.”

I was saved from the weepy look Mom gave me as a three-tier cake was wheeled into the room. I blew out a breath and forced a smile onto my face as the mayor clapped me on the back and a slice of the delicious cake was handed to me.

 “The Big Apple is going to miss you, son,” the white-haired man said, and I set down the cake, knowing there would be no additional time to finish it. I shook his hand, then all the other hands that followed, saying the right things as the evening finally came to a close. My parents had thought it fitting to have me a “sendoff” party that had morphed from a small “intimate” dinner of twenty to a gathering of nearly two hundred in their expansive penthouse, or “city home” as Mom called it. The “country home” on King’s Point was simply too much of a drive.

“Can we leave yet?” Josh moaned as he handed me another whiskey. Best friend since boarding school, Joshua Latimer wasn’t impressed by this shindig either. Like me, he’d smiled pleasantly through many of them during his life.

I looked at my watch. “Half hour.”

“Thank the fuck.” He tossed the expensive drink back in one gulp and smiled as one of the supreme court judge’s daughters passed by, giving his tie a little tug. He winked at me. “See you in thirty.”

I snorted. “Five, if rumor is true.”

He flipped me off and followed the pretty blonde down the hallway, refraining to tell him she’d tugged my tie earlier. I hadn’t been interested. Hell, I hadn’t been interested in much of anything in the past couple months. The cottage house had been a nice distraction while I waited to step onto the plane and be gone from this place for a while. Truth be told, I was burned out. Or maybe I was just fucking tired and needed to sleep.

My last shift in the emergency room had been last night, and I hadn’t been able to save a little girl with three bullet holes in her abdomen and chest. She’d fought so hard. Just eight years old, she survived the ambulance ride and had been so brave. Even as tears streamed in rivers down the side of her face, she hadn’t been able to voice her fear, just beseeched me with big brown eyes to save her.

I tried. I failed. And the wails of her mother as I told her the shocking news still rang in my ears.

Tossing back the whiskey, I forced the thought away. Forced away the thoughts of all those who had died under my scalpel.

I couldn’t save them all. I knew that. And I hated it.

It was good that I was going away.

I needed to get away.

Away from the gangs who killed innocent young girls over a pair of shoes. Away from the victimization that had become America. The pointing fingers. The lawsuits. The expectations.

God. The fucking expectations that threatened to suffocate the entire world, including me.

Once, in a philosophy class I’d been forced to sign up for at Columbia, one of the students had learned who I was and the wealth behind my name. During an open discussion, the pretty little brunette had snarled at how pathetic I was to not, in her words, “Share your billions with the rest of America, with the world!” Leesa was of the even distribution mindset and wore the “money is evil” t-shirt above her expensive True Religion jeans that she’d purchased with her daddy’s credit card to prove it — in her mind, at least. I’d shut her up when I pulled out my wallet and fished a five and three one-dollar bills from it, handing the eight dollars to her.

“What the fuck is this for?” Leesa had snapped, crushing the bills in her fist, eyes blazing.

I lifted a shoulder and spread out my hands. “Your share of my wealth.”

Her eyes had narrowed as she tossed the eight dollars at my chest. I hadn’t bothered to catch them, just let them fall to the floor. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

“No.” There had been twenty sets of eyes on me at that point, but I hadn’t cared. Even back then, I was tired of the big-dreams-with-limited-thinking mentality that had surrounded me. “But I think your rose-colored glasses have caused you to be mathematically challenged.”

Leesa stomped her foot. “I’m very good at math.” Then she snarled, “Even for a girl.” She was trying to turn the argument into the dirty waters of sexism if she could. I’d seen it before. Women were like that, twisting and turning every damn thing you said until you couldn’t remember the original words.

I hadn’t let her derail me from the point I was trying to make. “Terrific. How much money do you think I have in my trusts, investments, and accounts?”

She crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “The internet said over…” her nose wrinkled like she smelled something bad, “a billion ridiculous dollars.”

“You might want to double-check your sources. If I sold all my assets and cashed out my trusts, it’s closer to two point five billion,” I told her, being brutally honest. No way in hell was I going to have her do some vengeful fact-checking and accuse me of lying later. “There are over three hundred and twenty million people in the United States. If I distributed my wealth equally to all of them, that…” I nodded to the crumpled bills on the floor, “is your share. I hope you enjoy your caramel macchiato with it.”

She’d huffed and puffed as she absorbed that reality, then tossed out, “You could at least give it to the poor.”

I’d been waiting for that argument and had already done the math in my mind. “Alright, let’s do that. With the forty-five million Americans living below the poverty level, how do you suggest they utilize the fifty-six dollars they’d each get from me? I’m sure they’re eager for your suggestions on how they could best stretch those dollars while they work two jobs trying to put food on the table for their kids.”

She’d yanked out her calculator and tapped away before lifting her chin in stubborn refusal to face the facts. “It’s still disgusting,” she shouted and stood, tears in her eyes, and stomped on the bills on the floor before rushing out of the room.

I’d fucked her that night, when she came to my dorm to apologize for her outburst. I’d actually fucked Leesa a number of times, up until she began hinting that we’d make beautiful babies together. Until I caught her poking a needle into the condoms in my nightstand.

The memory made me shiver.

That had been the moment I lost trust in women completely. I’d spent the next several weeks ratcheted with anxiety that I’d gotten the conniving little bitch pregnant, appalled that someone like her could possibly have my baby. I had nightmares of how she’d hold our child over my head, using him or her to manipulate me for the next eighteen years.

I’d dodged that bullet, but the lesson had made me smarter even as it left a thick layer of ice around my heart. I hadn’t let many people get close to me after that. Josh had inched his way in, but only because his folks were equally as wealthy and his lighthearted way at looking at life shined a light into my otherwise dark existence. An existence that had me chasing adrenaline rushes, preferring to jump out of planes or digging my hands into the guts of humanity rather than deal with people face-to-face.

When I needed sex, I got it. There was always a woman up for a one-night stand, or even a few hours in a hotel room. Hell, a quickie in a club bathroom would serve many of them just fine. I never took them home. Never told them who I was, about my family, or that I was a doctor. I couldn’t stand the dollar signs that popped into their eyes if I did.

The judge’s daughter was back, and she yanked on my tie, pulling me back to the present. “Do I get a goodbye kiss, Langston?” she asked, batting her eyelashes at me. I could smell her sweat. Her sex. Very carefully, I leaned down and pressed my lips to her forehead. She pouted, her glossed lip sticking out. “Is that it?”

I wanted to shout at her. Hit something. Do something. Couldn’t she see how pathetic this was? Instead, I took a sip of my drink, attempting to wash the anger back down into my stomach. “Sorry, Emily. I know where your mouth has been.”

Her eyes widened, and I thought for sure she was going to slap me, and a large part of me welcomed the pain. She didn’t. Instead, she whirled around and stomped from the room. Yet another reason women were nowhere close to my radar. I simply didn’t trust their conniving minds.

Before the ring of her six-inch stilettos clicking on the marble floor faded, I spotted Josh coming down the hallway, straightening his tie. His grin took up his entire face as he lifted two fingers, then five. I gave him a thumbs-up for his bedroom prowess, wishing I had a little of his carefree attitude in me.

“Impressive,” I said as he came to stand by my side. “Hope you didn’t throw out a hip.”

He smirked. “Ready to blow this place? The club should be hopping by now.” I groaned, ready to give a million excuses as to why I didn’t want to go to any club, but he held up a hand, holding me off. “Shut up. You’re going. Just got to get you out of that penguin suit and into something that could get you laid, old man. It’s been forever since we went out, and from the looks of things, it will be forever until we get to again.”

Getting out of this suit was indeed priority one, but I really wanted to crash after that. “I’ve got a plane to catch—”

I surrendered to our twenty-year friendship as he gave me an exaggerated yawn, patting his mouth with his hand for added emphasis. “Come on. It’s your last night here. Live a little. Have some fun before malaria bites you in the ass.”

He had a point.

“All right. Let’s go but just for an hour at most. I need to get some sleep. Plane leaves early tomorrow morning.”

He hooked an arm around my neck. “All right, old man. Let’s get out of here and into some decent clothes.”

Looking around, I found my parents still talking to the mayor and his wife. Mom’s happy expression immediately fell the moment she saw me, the bright smile sliding off her pretty face. She sighed. “Is it time?”

I pulled her against my chest, then took the hand my father extended to me. “Yeah. I’m heading out, but don’t worry, the time will go by in a flash.” I’d signed a commitment for six months but felt sure I’d want to stay longer. In my mind, I planned to be there for a year at least. Maybe longer. Or maybe I’d skip to a different country, I wasn’t sure. I wanted to keep my options open.

Out came the hankie, and she pressed it to her nose. “I’m just going to miss you so much.”

I kissed her hair, breathing in the familiar scent again. “I know. I’ll miss you too.”

“Son…” my father began, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “You sure about this?”

I looked him in the eye, noticing not for the first time how tired he looked. I was a mixture of both my parents. Tall and dark-haired like him. Tawny-colored eyes and straight nose like her. I’d been their miracle child. After three miscarriages, they had almost given up when I came screaming into the world. There had been nothing but miscarriages after me, although they hadn’t given up until Mom was forced to have a hysterectomy when I was six.

They’d been married for forty years last summer and were still very much in love, even though critics hadn’t given them a chance with their seventeen-year age difference. Critics also didn’t like that my mother was an heiress while my father was a lowly general surgeon, who would have been just as happy in a little house as in this massive Central Park apartment.

“Yeah, Dad. I’m sure. I want to do this. Need to spit the silver spoon out of my mouth for a while.”

The mayor guffawed, as if I’d told a hilarious joke. His wife poked him in the ribs with her elbow, shutting him up. “Here, Harold, let’s go get some air.” She led the grumbling man onto the patio, giving us some privacy.

“Be careful, darling,” Mom said, rising onto tiptoes to press a kiss on my cheek, then using her thumb to wipe away the lipstick smudge. “Are you sure I can’t convince you to stay here for tonight? Gerald can drive you to the airport in the morning.”

I gave her another squeeze as I reminded her that, “I have to be up early and I’m staying closer to JFK. Already have my bags in my hotel room.”

Her face fell even though I’d already told her that several times. “Call me when you land, darling. I’ll worry about you every minute.”

“I will.”

I hugged her again, got a shoulder squeeze from my father, then made my escape out of the penthouse with a grinning Josh by my side.

“Nothing like parents to make a man feel like a teenager again, huh?” he asked, jamming his hands into his pockets.

I punched the down button, wishing I could punch away the sense of guilt so easily. “Amen.”

***

An hour later, I was more comfortable in jeans and button up shirt but was regretting my decision to go out with Josh as the bass from the loud music pounded in my chest.

Turning to look down at the dance floor a few feet below the VIP section, I took another glass from Josh’s hand and clicked the heavy-cut crystal against his in a silent toast.

“I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me it was an erotica club,” I said, raising my brow at the mostly naked women dancing all around us. The Gilded Cage was aptly named, I realized, as I watched a woman wearing only a thin G-string hump the golden bars of her cage.

“You didn’t ask.” Josh lifted his drink, the smirk still in place. “I was lucky to score opening night tickets, so ungird your loins and have some fun.”

“Welcome to The Gilded Cage, gentlemen,” an expensively dressed man said from my right. “I hope you’re having a pleasant evening. I’m Christopher Banning, the owner, at your service.”

I nodded and stuck out a hand. “Langston Kimbrough. Nice place. I’m impressed.”

Mr. Banning gave me an overly formal bow. “Were you given the tour upon your arrival?” he asked, looking between me and Josh, who introduced himself.

“We were, and your club is above expectation.”

The older man didn’t bother to hide his pride as he turned to face the throng of writhing bodies around us. I did the same, sweeping my gaze across the mass of people, searching faces. Searching for… something. I wasn’t sure what.

“Performances will begin shortly,” he said with a nod toward the stage where a half dozen dancers currently humped each other. “There are several talented artists scheduled for tonight, in fact. The first is very entertaining, I’ve seen them several times now.”

I shot a look at Josh, who only grinned and drained his glass as the owner stepped away. Two women, a blonde and a brunette, approached our table, both gorgeous as sin, both ready for sex. I could practically smell it on them, it was so obvious.

“Ready to party?” the blonde asked, leaning over to give me a fuller view of her ample cleavage. The straps of the dress looked incapable of holding her heavy breasts up, and I wondered if having them malfunction was part of some secret strategy on her part. “I’m Monica, and this is my friend, Rachel.”

I narrowed my eyes, wondering if this was part of their game. “I’m Ross and this is Joey,” I teased, thinking the girls might be fun and more interesting after all.

Without missing a beat, Josh stuck out his hand, “How you doin’?”

The blonde fluttered her eyelashes and stepped closer to him, her hand sliding against his palm. “I’m doing great, Joey.”

I stared at her, incredulous. She didn’t get it? How in fuck’s sake didn’t she get it? I rolled my eyes and glanced at the brunette, who clearly hadn’t gotten it either. She winked at me. “Want to buy me a drink?”

Already sick of the place, I shook my head but handed her my nearly full one. “I’m out of here,” I said to Josh, who looked appalled.

“You’re kidding me.”

I wasn’t kidding in the least. “You stay. Have fun. Not my thing tonight.”

I could tell he wanted to fight me, convince me to stay, but then both women hooked a hand through his arms, their enormous breasts pressing against him. He lifted a brow, the smirk returning. “You sure? I’m happy to share.”

I tossed some bills down on the table. “Yeah, I’m sure. Have fun.” He broke away from the girls, and the man hug we gave each other was as natural as breathing.

“Be careful, old man,” he said, even though he was officially fifty-two days older than me. But he was right, I was acting like the elderly at the moment. And I didn’t care. I just wanted out of here. Out of this city. This country. I needed to be somewhere I could breathe.

I nodded to the girls, who were already wrapping themselves back around my friend. “You be careful too.” He winked, and I shook my head at the cheesy ass grin on his face, knowing it would be the last time I saw it for a while.

Escaping the club wasn’t an easy feat as I navigated the crowd, and it felt good to inhale a lungful of New York’s questionably fresh air. It was still hot and sticky, and I considered calling a cab but decided to walk the blocks back to the hotel. Walk off the energy that seemed to be vibrating through me.

I’d gone several blocks by the time the tension inside me began to release. I shook out my shoulders, releasing it even further. When I was only a couple blocks to my hotel, I heard jazz music pouring from a bar. Good jazz, and it caught my attention. Glancing at my watch, I couldn’t believe it was only a little after ten in the evening. What the hell, maybe this old man could stay out a little longer after all.

Inside, the pub was exactly as I’d imagined it. Long, glistening bar top spanned the length of the dimly lit room while a couple dozen tables dotted a dance floor flanked by a five-piece band that was bringing a Benny Goodman classic to life.

The place was three-quarters full, lively enough to lift your spirits without feeling crushed by the body heat of the place. I found a prime spot at the end of the bar and seated myself on the bolted down stool, glad no one was seated on the side of me, giving me room to stretch out my six-four frame.

The old barkeep grinned and whipped a towel over his shoulder. “What’re you having tonight?”

I checked the tap, happy with the unusual selections. “I’ll try the Mosaic Dream.”

His grin grew wider. “Fine choice, my friend.”

I watched him expertly pour the dark orange liquid, ending with a perfect one-inch head. I thanked him and opened a tab, sliding my AmEx Black across the gleaming wood. I liked it here. The gnawing sensation that had been sinking its teeth into me loosened and began to disappear. This was a place I fit in.

A group of women at one of the tables began to yell. A tall blonde with a short crop of hair stood up, waving at someone near the door.

And I saw her.

She was dressed casually. Ripped jeans and a white loose-fitting, buttoned up shirt, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. I smiled. We were dressed nearly identically, down to the brown shoes, hers some type of pointy flats to my loafers.

Her dark auburn hair was pulled back from her face, caught at the back of her neck in a low ponytail, exposing high cheekbones and full lips. It was her smile that caused my cock to twitch. A radiant smile that lit up a freckled face that was more interesting than classically beautiful, but I realized I was drawn to her more than any of her more glamorous friends.

As her friends gathered her closer to their table, the blonde pulled her in for a tight hug. The redhead tossed her huge leather bag on the back of her chair and turned to hug another friend, giving me a good glimpse of her ass. It was perfect beneath the denim.

And I was fucking staring.

And I couldn’t stop.

Still smiling, her tall friend said something to her, and she glanced around the bar, taking in the band. Then she turned and seemed to be considering the type of beer she wanted.

See me, I willed her in my mind, needing to see her eyes.

At first, her eyes swept past me, then snapped back to my face an instant later. My balls drew closer to my body as she swallowed hard. Time slowed as we stared at one another, and a low heat began building in my chest. Blue eyes, I thought, although I couldn’t be exactly sure in the dim light above her table that cast a shadow over her face. I desperately wanted to find out if I was right.

Lifting my glass in a silent toast, I smiled when she looked over her shoulder, checking behind her, no doubt wondering if I was looking at someone else.

It’s you. Only you.

She licked her lips as her eyes met mine again, confusion clouding her pretty features. Her friends regained her attention when they all jumped to their feet as the band transitioned to a cover of… what the hell? Get Lucky? Yes, that was the song. Pharrell and Daft Punk would be proud.

I wasn’t the only man in the room eyeing the five women on the dance floor, but my eyes didn’t leave the riot of dark auburn curls swinging in contrast to her white shirt. They were having fun, and my mood lightened even more as I watched her laugh, the total joy expressed in her every movement. There was nothing seductive about her, but my cock was paying attention. Not just in response to her generous ass swaying side to side. She was so much more than that.

She turned, and her eyes lifted to mine, then widened slightly to find me still watching her. Then she smiled. Just at me. For me.

The exhaustion faded away. The tension. Everything.

I stood and headed in her direction as she mouthed the words to the song.

Get lucky.

I sure as hell hoped so.

But only with her.






CHAPTER THREE

Scarlett

It was after ten o’clock, and I was exhausted but had promised Amy I’d drop by the bar for a few minutes at least. I showered in the women’s locker room at the hospital and pulled on the spare jeans and shirt I kept there for occasions just like this. She told me that the bar wasn’t fancy, so I didn’t need to run home and change into anything better. Besides, it was only for a few minutes, I kept telling myself. I needed sleep before I had to be on my feet for another twelve hours tomorrow.

The minute I saw Amy’s face, I was glad I’d made the effort to come by. There was also Kim, Jana, and Tami rounding out the group, ladies I’d grown to adore. 

“The band is great,” I yelled over the noise, turning to take a look at the five-piece group on the little stage. I wasn’t ordinarily a fan of jazz, and it wasn’t something on my playlist, but listening to it in person always brought a new appreciation of the unpredictable jittery sounds that meshed together into something that simply made me happy.

“I know,” Amy yelled back, her hips swaying side to side to a laid-back, bluesy rendition of a song I vaguely recognized but couldn’t name. “What do you want to drink?”

I turned to the bar, looking to see what was on tap for tonight. It had been so long since I’d gone out I couldn’t even remember which one I liked. As I took in the room, I caught a glimpse of… whoa. A glimpse of him.

Dark hair fell across a forehead I itched to stroke with my fingers, wanting to soothe the line of what looked like tension away. He sat on a stool beneath a soft light that gave me a good view of him. His eyes reminded me of a tiger and pierced me, pinned me to the floor where I stood. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. He was ruggedly handsome, with a raw sexuality that pulled at me in a way I’d never experienced before.

He lifted his glass and smiled in my direction. Was he really looking at me?

The part of my brain still able to process incoming data wasn’t certain at all. I looked over my shoulder, knowing I’d probably see some incredible-looking woman right behind me, and then I’d be a fool for thinking any man who looked like him would be interested in someone like me. Behind me, there was nothing but a couple of tables of men leering at Amy’s ass, which made me then wonder if it was my best friend Mr. Gorgeous was staring at.

When I found the courage to look back at him, he was still smiling, and my toes curled in my shoes. I found a sudden need to press my thighs together, to sooth away the ache that was growing there.

I was saved from more uncertainty when Jana jumped up, clapping her hands, a huge smile on her face. “I love this song,” she yelled and grabbed Tami’s arm, who then grabbed Kim’s arm, who then grabbed Amy’s arm, who then grabbed mine. Soon, all five of us were on the dance floor, and I finally recognized the song and began to sing along to the familiar lyrics.

“Get Lucky.”

A shiver went through me as Mr. Gorgeous stood and headed in my direction, his lion’s eyes still penetrating me as I mouthed the lyrics.

I wanted to be up till the sun.

With him.

I wanted to have fun.

With him.

And god yes, I wanted to get lucky.

Which was a terrifying thought.

I didn’t do lucky. Especially within five seconds of meeting a man.

But I wanted lucky now. I wanted it with every breath in my body.

“Hi.”

I realized I’d stopped moving as he approached and was just standing like a dork in the middle of the dance floor. I was jolted from behind, and from the height of the ass on my back I knew it had to be Amy, who was giving me a little push in his direction.

He reached out, his hands circling my arms to steady me from her bump. I licked my suddenly dry lips. “Hi. We’re twins.”

Like me, he was in jeans and a white button up, looking similar even down to the brown shoes. “Yeah,” he said, a smile curling up one side of his mouth. “Fraternal or identical?”

I laughed, even while feeling a stab of pain at the memory of my twin, but shook it away as we just stood there while the music and people faded. He smiled and dropped one hand from my arm and offered it into the space between us. I took it, my fingers curling around his warm palm. He smiled wider, making me smile too, and the moment was like a dream as he pulled me into a swaying dance.

He was a head taller than me, forcing me to crane my neck to look at him, making me feel petite and small, even though I measured out at an even five-seven. His thumb made little circles on my back as we moved to the music, the span of his hand nearly taking up my entire lower back.

“Why me?”

I hadn’t meant to ask the question, but since it had escaped, I wanted the answer.

His golden eyes searched my face, the smile falling away from his lips. “I don’t know.”

I liked that he told me the truth. I liked that he appeared as stunned by our immediate connection as I was. I liked his face. I liked the smell of the beer on his breath, the light tones of some body wash on his skin. I liked the calluses on the hand holding mine, the way it engulfed my fingers.

“Can I buy you a drink?” he asked and motioned his head toward the bar after the next song ended and we drew apart to clap for the band, who announced they were taking a short break.

I licked my lips again, my core squeezing as his eyes fell to my mouth to follow the movement. “I’d like that very much.”

This was a dream, I thought as I turned to find Amy and let her know where I was going. She was grinning big, two thumbs up in the air. Go, she mouthed with a wink.

Still holding my hand, he led me to the bar where he’d been sitting before, waiting until I was seated before reclaiming his stool, turning until he was facing me, his long legs brushing mine. “What do you want?”

You.

I eyed his beer. “What’s that?”

He pushed it toward me. “Mosaic Dream.”

I wrinkled my nose. “It looks hoppy.”

He laughed, a deep rumbling sound that vibrated through my chest. “It is. Want to try? It has an unusual blend of fruits. Citrus. Pineapple, maybe some mango.”

That caught my attention. “I love mangos. The taste of course, but I also love the experience of eating them. The attention to detail needed to get all the flesh from the pit. The messiness. The…” I trailed off, realizing I sounded like a true dork.

He was smiling, little crinkle lines at the corners of his eyes deepening the effect. He really was handsome. Older. In his early to middle thirties, I would guess. I turned more fully on the stool until I was facing him, my knees pressed inside his thighs, so close to his…

Very slowly, he lifted a hand in my direction, but it stopped between us in a shaking hands gesture. Automatically, I pressed my palm against his, and I realized he was about to introduce himself. “I’m—”

“Shhh,” I shushed quickly, interrupting him, and he gave me a confused look. I felt the blush creep up my cheeks and rushed to explain myself. “Forgive me if this sounds really stupid, but things like this don’t ever happen to me. It feels like a dream, and I realize I really like the fantasy feel of having you pay attention to me.”

The grin was back, curling up just one side of his mouth, transforming his handsome face into a much younger one. “Do you like fantasies?”

My insides curled. “Yes. I often find them more palatable than real life.”

He nodded, growing more serious. “I understand and can relate. I’m actually leaving tomorrow morning to escape reality for a while.”

My stomach squeezed again, but this time for a different reason. He was leaving. Better to keep this encounter in the fantasy realm then. “Leaving New York?”

He lifted his beer, took a long sip, and handed it to me. I searched his ring finger for any hint of a white line, but didn’t see one. Good. At least he wasn’t married, from what I could tell. “Leaving the States. For a year at least, maybe longer.”

The truth again. He was letting me know that he was unavailable after tonight. Or maybe it was a lie and he used the smooth line on all the women he picked up and wanted gone by morning. Searching his amber eyes, I realized I didn’t care.

I looked down at the beer and lifted it to my nose, inhaling deeply. It immediately wrinkled, and he laughed. “Told you it was hoppy. Can I get you something lighter?”

Feeling brave, I went ahead and lifted it to my lips. Took a sip. Then shivered, thrusting it back at him. It was super hoppy, but he was right, I also tasted the fruit in the background. And grass? “Yes, something lighter please, by a lot.”

My mystery stranger ordered me something that wasn’t Michelob Light, which was my normal beer choice, and I was pleasantly surprised at how pale it was. I took a sip, then another. “Much better.”

He laughed and picked up his glass. “To fantasies turning into amazing realities.”

I tapped my glass to his, my toes curling again. He was so sexual, in a raw, primal way. I was drawn to him. Comfortable with him. This was new.

I’d had boyfriends before, one for as long as a year, most as short as a few months. I had a strict five-date rule before I had sex with a guy, thinking three dates just wasn’t enough to get past the I’m on my best behavior persona. Plus, if a guy didn’t have the patience to wait, I knew he wouldn’t have the patience for other important things in my life. Things like long drives and hikes into the mountains, or spending hours forming clay bowls on my little potter’s wheel. Five dates seemed to be the magic number to determine if our interests aligned.

Until now.

He licked a bit of foam from his upper lip, and his tongue made me jealous. I wanted to do that for him, then chew on that bottom lip for a while. The man, in the span of just a few minutes, was making me feel beautiful, and that knowledge made me feel powerful. I liked the fantasy my mystery stranger had woven around me. Liked the way he looked at me. The way his hand kept reaching for mine.

“Call me Delilah.”

He raised a brow, the right side of his mouth quirking up. “Delilah, huh? Are you going to be my downfall? Shall I skip the struggle and just shave my head now?”

I laughed, enjoying the banter between us, the ease in which it was delivered. Reaching up, I flicked the dark strands back from his forehead. “I like your hair, so you can keep it. What should I call you?”

He didn’t hesitate. “Samson, of course.”

I grinned. “Is it bad that we’re using Biblical names for a hookup? Does that automatically send us to hell?”

He looked at me curiously, a high level of intelligence behind those incredible amber eyes. “Do you believe in hell?”

My grin faded as we launched into a discussion so unexpected. Wasn’t religion, or lack of it, one of the things you avoided talking about in polite company? “I don’t know. Until I’ve seen something with my own eyes, I find it difficult to believe it’s real.” I found myself growing wistful. “Although I have to admit that the idea of having a heaven filled with angelic loved ones waiting on the other side is appealing. What about you?”

He looked down into his beer again, the line on his forehead reappearing. “I feel the same, although I sometimes wonder if hell could be much worse than the horrors so many people often experience on earth.”

I nodded, thinking of the encephalitis baby from earlier today, born with a seriously misshapen head. How the parents mourned the little one, kissing him as if he was the most beautiful child ever born.

“Why so sad?”

I blinked at Samson, and just thinking of his name made me smile. “Sorry, just had a difficult day at work.”

Curiosity sparked in his gaze again. “What do you do?”

I smiled and popped an imaginary balloon with my finger. “Hey now. Are you trying to spoil my fantasy here?”

He took my hand, turned it over, and traced a finger over my palm. “So, what does Delilah do for a living?”

I had to think about it for a moment. I didn’t remember wanting anything other than to be a nurse and deliver babies. Of course, that dream had almost been hijacked when I was sixteen and had vowed to become a wedding planner. I remembered buying all the bridal books and begging my aunt to let me use the sheer curtains on the farmhouse windows as a veil.

“Delilah is a wedding planner.”

My hand thunked into my lap as Samson let go of me and raised his hands as if in surrender. It made me laugh, and I slapped at his thigh, batting my lashes as I got into my role. “I deliver the dreams of brides everywhere.” Deliver. Had to get that in there somewhere.

Samson took a long drink of his beer. “Yeah, dreams until the seven-year itch starts itching and divorce lawyers come knocking on their door.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Cynical much?”

He made a “ha” sound, then shook his head and grinned. “Actually, not really. My parents had their fortieth anniversary not long ago. I have evidence that marriage can work.” He made a face, a comical-looking twist of his lips. “Why exactly are we talking about marriage?”

I fluttered my lashes. “Why, Samson, are you falling under my spell already?”

“Yes.”

There had been no hesitation. No grin. Just a small dilation of his pupils that seemed to darken his eyes, and my heart began to thud in my chest.

He leaned closer and lifted a hand to my face, but instead of touching my cheek, he went for the ponytail holder at the nape of my neck. Very gently, he pulled it down the length, then smiled as my hair exploded into a mass of curls around my face.

“It’s the exact same color as your freckles,” he said, tucking a strand behind my ear.

It was such an unexpected comment, an observation that felt oddly intimate, then his hand was at my face, cupping my cheek. I leaned into the warmth. The strength. Emotions I’d never experienced poured through me at the gentle touch. “They were called deformities today.”

The universe was robbed of all oxygen as he shook his head, leaned forward, and pressed his lips to my right cheek, then the left cheek, then the very tip of my nose.

“Will you come to my room?”

His room.

Not his house, or apartment. His room. A hotel. Because he was leaving the United States tomorrow, and would be gone for at least a year. Or so he said. I didn’t know his name — by my choice. I didn’t know his occupation — also by my choice. I knew nothing about him — again, by my choice. On top of all that, if I went with him, I’d be betraying my very clear and established five-date rule.

I didn’t care.

Those three words were the perfect summary of how I felt about all the reasons I shouldn’t be alone with this stranger. But I still didn’t care. I wanted this more than anything I’d wanted in… since I was eight.

“Yes.”

The relief I saw in his eyes was further proof that this was right. One night. I would give myself that willingly.

I’d rather live in regret for the rest of my life for going with him than to live it in regret wishing I had. “I need to tell my friends.”

He nodded, my hand trapped between his two warm ones, his thumbs rubbing circles on my skin. “Tell them I don’t plan to have you home by midnight.”

I smiled. “I hope not, but I do have to be gone by six in the morning.”

“Early morning wedding?” I loved the teasing sound of his tone.

“Exactly.”

“I have to be at the airport by five-thirty, so…”

I glanced at my watch. “So… we better hurry.”

He leaned forward, his lips coming to my ear. “Yes. Because I don’t want to be rushed.”

The butterflies that had begun fluttering in my stomach moments before multiplied, their wings causing a tornado to whirl through my system. “I’ll be right back.”

On shaky legs, I walked to the table where my friends were sitting, trying not to grin like a fool as they all gaped at me, Amy fluttering a hand in front of her face. I grabbed my bag, attempting my best look of nonchalance. “I’ll be heading out now.”

Amy continued to gape at me. “You slut!” Then, she clapped her hands together and jumped up to give me a hug. “It’s about time.” She peeked around me at my mystery man at the bar. “And you got a winner, my friend. Like seriously, Olympic champion all-star.” She narrowed her eyes. “Do you trust him? Does he trigger any psycho buttons? He seems too perfect.” Before I could answer, I was being dragged behind her six-foot frame.

“Amy,” I hissed, but she had a good hold on my wrist. “Stop. You’re embarrassing me.”

She didn’t stop until she was face-to-face with the man I was about to go home — hotel — with. With her three-inch platforms, she was nearly eye to eye with him. “Hi, I’m Amy. And you are?”

His eyes slid to me with a grin. “Samson. Nice to meet you, Amy.”

Amy’s brows drew together but she didn’t comment on the name. “And where are you taking my friend?”

“The Hyatt down the street.”

Amy’s fists came down on her hips. “A hotel. You are dragging the most wonderful human being on the planet to a hotel?”

A high school teacher, Amy could be pretty scary at times. This was one of those times.

She didn’t seem to affect him in the least. “Well, Amy. That’s where I’m staying so I can catch an early flight tomorrow, so it’s there or…” he patted the bar beside him, “this.”

My mouth fell open, then I forced my lips shut before I laughed at Amy’s expression. Then she laughed too, seeing the humor in it all. She crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay, then. Just know that I have her on my Find My iPhone app, so don’t go dumping her into the Hudson, got it?”

Samson nodded solemnly. “I promise. Any other instructions?”

“Feed her. She probably hasn’t had anything to eat besides peanut butter crackers all day.”

She knew me so well.

He nodded. “Check. Anything else?”

Amy looked at me, her eyes softening. “Be good to her. She really is the most wonderful human being on the entire planet.”

The smile was back and his fingers linked with mine as he smiled down at me. My insides curled. My toes curled. My lips curled into a responding smile.

“That’s an easy promise to keep.”
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