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      Da-dum. Da-dum.

      Most people think that when you’re terrified, time moves at lightning speed. But the truth is, it’s a sloth-slow hyper-awareness of your own impending doom.

      My heart slowed, and I could feel every single breath of what was happening, even the infinite space between breaths. As my eyes widened in horror, recognition hitting me like an anvil, the hand clamped tighter around my mouth, and the more I struggled, the deeper strong, clammy fingers dug into my skin.

      What is he doing? He was supposed to be protecting me.

      What I’d once thought were the warm, kind eyes of my driver, Todd, were now dull and lifeless. “You are a naughty girl,” he said, his voice oddly low, like a groggy cement mixer. My body flooded with adrenaline which only tripped me into panic. I couldn’t think. Why would he do this? He’d been driving me for weeks. Taking me where I needed to go. Why would he try to hurt me now?

      I tried to force steadying breaths into my lungs, but the tears made that difficult. Drop by drop, salty wet tears hit my tongue, as the fear set in that I might not make it out of this.

      Tears? Ovary up. Fear immobilizes. Anger motivates. Think.

      My brain clawed on that kernel of anger. Anger would help me survive. I tried to hold on to that rage of knowing that he’d ruined the blissful, happy lull I was experiencing.

      I’d had the best sex of my life in the last twenty-four hours. No way did I want to give that up. I had to fight. As things to fight for went, sex was just as good as any other.

      I nodded and agreed to whatever he said so he might loosen his grip and let me breathe... move... just a little bit.

      “You’re a whore. Tell me you know what you are. He told me what you were.”

      I nodded emphatically because I couldn’t speak.

      Agree to everything. Anything. Live to fight another day.

      “He told me you were, but I didn’t believe it until I saw you with my own two eyes. First Paris, now here. You’ve been a whore all along. But that’s okay. You’ll be dealt with.”

      He? Am I being watched? By whom? For how long?

      Todd whipped me around, his hand holding my jaw too tight. He dragged me back against his body, and the firm impression of his erection against my back made bile rise in my throat. Instinctively, I wiggled, trying to free myself, accidentally rubbing against his body even more.

      He groaned and eased his hand just a little, but his fingers still dug into my skin, making my jaw muscles scream. I did the only thing I could do; I opened my mouth to relieve some of the pressure. Then taking a deep breath, I bit him. Hard.

      Even as his roar echoed in my ear, I didn’t let go with my teeth, but he went ahead and released my arm as he bellowed.

      Freedom.

      I brought my arm up and drove my elbow back into his gut while I kept clamping down with my teeth.

      Take skin if you can.

      I recognized the coppery taste of blood blooming on my tongue, and I shook my head back and forth, trying to do even more damage.

      A sickening, gagging scream and a sudden release of tension in my back told me I’d taken a part of him with me.

      “You cunt,” he growled out.

      I didn’t turn around or look back. I did not pass go. I did not stop to collect two hundred quid.

      I ran for the door like Satan himself was coming after me. I knew the way out. I just had to get there.

      There’s the kitchen. Faster.

      I remembered all my old track and field coach’s words. “Stop worrying about your legs. Worry about your arms. If your arms can move quickly, your legs will follow.”

      I had nothing to lose from trying that advice as my legs felt like jellied blood, too heavy to make them work. Too shaky to be at all coordinated. But it didn’t matter. I was moving, and I forced my arms to pump back and forth.

      Back and forth.

      The spike of adrenaline had me temporarily forgetting my bearings in the loft. I was just off the bedroom, down the hall, past the library. I’d have to make a right, to the massive living room into the kitchen and out the door. I could do this.

      Just run.

      Easier said than done when your limbs didn’t work. And there was something sticky and slippery on the ground. I didn’t dare look, because if I looked, I was afraid of what I was going to find.

      As I bolted through the loft, I lamented the size of it. What single man needed a four-thousand-square-foot loft at the top of a hotel?

      Still, I pumped my arms and turned the corner, grabbing priceless art pieces off the walls and tossing them behind me, trying to delay my attacker. As I went to make my right turn, he caught hold of the T-shirt I was wearing and yanked back.

      My legs kicked out from under me, and I flew into the air, going weightless for just a moment, giving me enough time to worry about how hard my landing was going to be.

      When I crashed, I spread my limbs out to disperse my weight and kept my head tucked, chin into my chest, so it wouldn’t hit the floor. But that didn’t stop the spasm of pain, as my back slammed into the hardwood floor.

      I immediately rolled to my side, tempted to curl into a ball and wait for death, but I forced my arms to push me up onto my feet.

      Get up. Get up. Get up.

      My feet slipped, and I could feel shattered glass beneath them. Tiny shards. Fortunately for me, as much as I was slipping, so was Todd. His shoes were more of a detriment, but they still offered some protection from the glass.

      On tippy-toes, I tried to avoid the glass from the photograph I’d dragged down. He reached for me again, but this time his shoes slipped in blood and he went down.

      Success.

      Breath tearing out of my lungs, heart pounding against my ribcage, body shaking full of adrenaline and fear and a will to live I’d never fully examined before, I bolted into the living room.

      And then I saw it... the reason for the blood. The blood that Todd had tracked through the loft. His partner, Brian, was bleeding. His throat was slit, and he was propped up against my exit.

      Fuck.

      I knew Todd was behind me, his footsteps growing ever nearer.

      If you stop, you die.

      I did a quick assessment and considered stopping to double-check that Brian really was dead, but I could hear the all-too-close clattering of Todd’s footsteps behind me. I had to get out. If I could get out, I could call for help.

      Ben. Where is Ben?

      As I scurried around the coffee table in the living room, I saw the feet of another body. Holy shit. The chef, Constance. She’d come to leave food. Ben had told me she would so we wouldn’t have to cook anything for ourselves. She moaned. Mumbled something.

      I reached down for her. “Take my hand.”

      She shook her head. “Please, go,” she whispered.

      I tried to pull her. “Oh no, please come with me. Please. Please. Please.” But she went limp, her hand dropping from mine.

      Just as I tried to rouse her, Todd rounded the corner and I squeaked.

      His voice was all ice and malice. “Come back here, you cunt. There’s nowhere to run. Will it help if I tell you I don’t want to do this? If I show up without you, it’ll be bad for me.” He climbed over the coffee table I’d shoved near the entryway.

      Fuck. There was no way I was going to be able to move Brian’s body away from that door. Not with Todd so close.

      I took a left, heading down the other corner, back toward my room. Was there somewhere to hide?

      The panic room.

      There was a panic room. It was on the opposite side of the loft. Right next to the room I’d just run from.

      Fuck me.

      But there was something else down my hall. The servants’ quarters. With a private entry.

      Yes. Yes, oh my God. Oh my God.

      I ran past the suite I’d been given, down the hall to the quarters shared by Constance and Ann Marie. Constance didn’t stay on site often, but Ann Marie, the maid, did. She was visiting her niece and nephew in Scotland for the weekend, though. At least I didn’t have to worry if she was lying hurt somewhere too.

      The servants’ exit was connected to a small hallway that contained the service elevator and stairway. I could get there.

      My feet screamed in pain as those embedded shards of glass dug deeper into my flesh.

      I guess I should never have requested that pedicure. I ran as fast as my legs could carry me, fatigue creeping on the edges of my consciousness. My brain went back to Constance. Was she okay? I prayed to God that she’d just passed out and she hadn’t died. Why hadn’t I done more to help her?

      You can do more when you’re safe. Now move your ass.

      My inner survivalist was having none of that bullshit. She didn’t know where to buy a fuck, because at the moment, her only concern was getting me the fuck out of here.

      I tried to open the door, but my blood-and-sweat-soaked hands slipped on the knob. When I used the hem of my T-shirt to grab the doorknob, I could hear the fabric ripping, but I didn’t give a shit. I quickly yanked it open, and I slammed it shut behind me as I entered the service hallway. I looked left and right and saw that there were two doors. I didn’t know which went where, but I knew that East’s penthouse was directly above. Would I be able to access the penthouse floor without a keycard? I didn’t know, but I had to try.

      I went left, my blood-soaked feet leaving tracks on the cement as I ran. I skittered up the stairs and heard the door to the service hallway shoved open.

      He’d be able to tell which way I went.

      Don’t stop. Keep going. You’ll die if you stop.

      If I kept going, I at least had a shot.

      Even though I slipped and banged my knee on the step, I pushed myself up, tears streaming down my face, and kept moving. I took the equivalent of two flights up to the penthouse floor. I said several prayers as I climbed, and thankfully, there was no access lock. Once again, I used my T-shirt to yank the door open, and it gave way. Maybe Constance also worked for East? I didn’t have time to think about it. I could hear Todd’s footsteps on the stairs, and I ran down the hall, past the penthouse elevator, and then to East’s door. I banged on it as I pressed the doorbell. “Please, God, East, open the door. I’m begging you, open the fucking door.”

      I kept my eye on the service door and banged again. “It’s Liv. Open up. Please God, open the door.”

      I prayed and prayed that East was home, that Ben was there, that I hadn’t imagined it. I pressed the button again, but there was no sound, no movement from inside East’s apartment. I tried the handle as the claws of the invisible boogeyman nipped at me like the flicks of a whip over the skin of my bare ass. Blood coated my hands, my mouth, and my chin, and still, I used both hands to bang on the door. On the other side, I finally heard footsteps. I could have sworn I also heard the tapping of footsteps slowing in the stairwell.

      Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God. I banged and banged and banged, and finally, the door swung open. The handsome, perpetually brooding face of Bridge Edgerton appeared in the threshold, and I fell into his arms.

      “Olivia?”

      As darkness crept over the edge of my vision, I forced the words up past my constricted throat. “S-S-Someone just tried to kill me.”
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      It was Olivia’s voice that pulled me out of East’s study.

      With a frown, I jogged down the hallway, my senses on alert, unease tripping over my nerve endings. When I rounded the corner, my feet rooted to the ground as I saw my best mate with his arms around my woman, his hands settling just above her bare ass.

      At first, I didn’t think. I couldn’t process. I just lunged for him. “Get your fucking hands off of her.”

      But something stopped me. Pulled me back. The force of it was strong enough to hold me in position. “Look at her, she’s bleeding.” East said.

      What the fuck?

      I brought my head back to Bridge and Olivia. And… Jesus fucking Christ, she was bleeding. And she was barefoot, wearing nothing but a thin T-shirt.

      Bridge’s voice was even. “Christ, she was at the door like this.”

      The initial anger I’d felt toward Bridge rolled off of me in a dramatic sweep, replaced by fury, shock, and horror. I fought East’s hold. I had to get to her. She was hurt. She was in pain, and I hadn’t known.

      East muttered, “Easy, mate, this isn’t like your father and Lila.”

      My hands shook. “You can let me go. I’m not going to hit him. I need to get to her.”

      East released me immediately, and Bridge gently eased Olivia into my arms. She sagged into me, then a sob broke through. “T-T-Todd a-attacked me in the loft…your security guard, B-Brian, I think he’s dead. And Constance… I left them… in the loft.… I ran, and…”

      Her speech was broken, and her body racked with shivers.

      East was already hustling down the hall. A couple of seconds later, he came running back with what looked like clothes and a blanket.

      I barely managed to growl, “Bridge, take her.”

      He asked no questions, just slid his arm around her shoulder, leading her to East’s very expensive white couch.

      I charged toward the door, but Drew stopped me with a firm hand on my shoulder. “I know you want to go after the tosser who did this. I understand, mate. But let me go down. If the fucker is in this building, I will find him. I’ll do that. East will look for him on the security cameras. At least we’ll get an idea of where he’s gone. But, mate, if you find him, you’ll kill him. And she needs you right now.”

      The fury that pumped through my veins slowed its flow. My brain kicked online. Drew was right. I would kill him. If I found him, I would make him pay for frightening Liv. For hurting her. For trying to take away what was mine.

      I dragged in a deep breath. When that didn’t work, I took another. Breath by breath, I calmed down my heart rate then slowed my breathing. And finally, I forced my muscles to relax and my fists to uncurl.

      I had to calm the fuck down. She needed me now. To hold her. To comfort her. She didn’t need my fury. Didn’t need my rage. I shoved my hands in my pockets and worked to keep my voice even. “Give us a minute, lads.”

      Bridge and East got with the program. Drew lingered though. “Ben, maybe you need—”

      I snapped my gaze to him. And I wasn’t sure where that feral growl came from exactly, but I knew that if he came anywhere near her, I was going to kill him. When he finally made himself scarce, I eased back. “Hey, you’re safe. I have you.”

      From the study, Bridge called out, “Already on the line with the police. Ben get her cleaned up. East, make her some tea.”

      I forced myself to speak around the lump in my throat. “No tea yet. She’s evidence.” My gaze flickered to her mouth where blood had dried, and tears pricked my eyes.

      Fucking tears. When was the last time I’d cried?

      When my mother died? Certainly, but how often after that?

      But with Liv, everything in me shattered.

      Something had happened to Olivia. On my watch. When I was supposed to be taking care of her, someone had attacked her. Worse, it was someone I had paid to protect her.

      I strode over to the couch, picked her up, and carried her to the bathroom off the foyer to the left. Luckily, it was massive. Nearly the size of a full room. When I sat her on the counter, I stepped back and my gut churned. She was covered in blood. So much of it had caked on the T-shirt she wore. “Liv, I’m going to clean you up, okay?” She stared dead ahead, and I worried she was in shock. “Let me know you hear me, sweetheart.”

      Her little nod was nearly imperceptible, but her dark, haunted gaze met mine. I grabbed one of the fluffy white hand towels and ran it under the warm water. When I brought it back to her face, she flinched. “Ow.”

      “I’m sorry, love.” I forced myself to swallow before asking the next question, praying that the pause would help calm me. “Did he hit you?” My brain rapidly ran through a number of murder scenarios I could employ, each one bloodier than the one before.

      She shook her head. “No, but his grip, it was so tight. And when I bit him, I might have bitten my lip too.”

      I stared down at her. “You bit him?”

      She nodded, slowly telling me what had happened. How she’d gotten out of the bath, had been talking to Telly and then to Dex, before she heard something so she’d gone to see if I’d come back to the loft.

      All she had on was her T-shirt because she’d just been going to check out the noise. She hadn’t anticipated someone wanting to hurt her.

      “Ben, I think Brian’s dead. A-and Constance… I don’t know how badly she’s hurt. Because of me.”

      I shook my head. She couldn’t be calm right now, so I had to be calm for both of us. It didn’t matter that I wanted to kill Todd. It didn’t matter that a man I’d considered a friend was now presumed dead and another employee of mine was seriously injured. None of that mattered. What mattered was being there for her. Being strong for her. Helping her through this unimaginable situation. When she was steadier, I would react. And it wasn’t going to be some calm acceptance of shitty things that happened to people. It was going to be full of wrath and vengeance and fire.

      “I’m so proud of you for making it up here. You fought like a champ, and I am so proud of you. I want to wipe the blood off your mouth, but we need to take the washcloth and your T-shirt to the police.”

      She shook her head. “I just want to shower.”

      It killed me to deny her anything. Especially this. But I couldn’t let her get in that shower. “I know. But you’re evidence right now. I don’t want to clean you up too much, but let’s get you out of your T-shirt.”

      She shivered. “Ben, he called me a whore. Said that someone had told him I was, but he didn’t believe it until he saw for himself. Do you think he was watchi—” She cut herself off and dragged in a shuddering breath. “He’s been with me for weeks. Why now? Did someone put him up to this? Fenton? I know Fenton is creepy, but is he capable of hiring someone to kill me? He has no reason to want me dead.”

      She was asking all the questions I didn’t have answers to. Answers I wanted to beat out of Todd. “I don’t know. I don’t know what anyone is capable of. All I know is that I need to keep you safe, okay?”

      How do you plan on doing that?

      “Nowhere is safe. They were watching me. Us. He said he knew about Paris and about what I’ve been doing with you. I can’t go back to the loft. Don’t make me go back.”

      That motherfucker. I’m going to rip his throat out with my bare fucking hands. “We’re not going back to the loft. We’ll go to my house. It’s secure. Safe.” What a fat crock that was. It wasn’t safe for me to be there unless I could figure out how to outrun ghosts. “The police are on their way. When we’re done with them, we’ll get you out of here. On my life, I will keep you safe. You need to know that.”

      Watery dark eyes lifted to meet mine. “Why would someone want to hurt me?”

      My gut roiled. They weren’t after her. They were after me. And they’d gotten to her because I’d been asleep on the job. This was my fault.

      “Tell me what hurts the most.”

      She hesitated only a moment as if she was doing a mental catalog of her pain. “My feet. I didn’t feel them before. I guess I was too cold. But now…” Her voice trailed.

      I snatched another fluffy white towel from under the sink before kneeling in front of her with tweezers from the top drawer.

      First, I gently found the offending shards and pulled out the larger bits. Her feet were a ravaged mess. Bloody and cut to shreds. With each wince of pain from her, I resolved to kill Todd slowly. Then, using soap and water, I cleaned off her feet, gently before I grabbed the set of clothes that East had brought out, likely left behind by some ghost of pussy past.

      I slid my palm up the back of one of her calves and pushed her legs farther apart. I picked up the soft flannel, pulling the pajamas up her legs, running my fingertips over the soft skin behind her knees and up her thighs, then helping her hips lift so she could get them on. Then I slowly raised what was left of her T-shirt up over her head, trying not to get distracted by her breasts.

      I worked methodically, first wiping the blood off her neck and chin with one towel, setting it aside, then using another plus soap to properly clean it all off. When she was clean, I tugged the fresh T-shirt over her head and helped her arms through the sleeves.

      “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there. You’ve done nothing to deserve this. Just know that anyone who comes after you is coming after me. And from now on, I will tear off the head of anyone who touches what’s mine. Do you understand?”

      “I’m so scared, Ben.”

      “I know.” I stepped between her legs and tucked her close. “So am I.”

      Truer words had never been spoken.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Olivia

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t used to someone taking care of me. All four of them hovered.

      They had tea and broth at the ready. I’d had more than one blanket offered, and Drew kept asking if he could call anyone for me.

      None of them knew what to do in this situation.

      It was like having several annoying big brothers.

      When the police showed up, Ben spoke with them directly first and then loomed in the corner, prowling like a caged tiger, as they asked me questions. Bridge, East, and Drew made themselves scarce elsewhere in the house. When the police tried to get Ben to leave me alone with them so they could ask me more sensitive questions, he just gave them a pointed look that said, I’m happy to eat you if you upset her in any way.

      “You’re doing great, Liv. You’re doing everything you need to do. It’s going to be okay.” Ben tried to reassure me, but I wasn’t convinced there would ever be reassurance. If the police didn’t find Todd and arrest him, we’d never know who was watching me or why Todd had attacked me, and I’d be constantly looking over my shoulder in fear.

      How was I ever going to close my eyes again and not see him?

      I rubbed my hands up and down my arms and did my best to answer what I could. “What about Brian and Constance?”

      The short woman with the dark curly hair was matter of fact. “Constance Androlla is in the hospital. She had some minor injuries but is expected to make a full recovery. Brian Anderson’s injuries were more substantial.”

      Substantial was the understatement of the century. What else would you call a slit throat? “But will he be okay?”

      She exchanged glances with her partner and gave me a cryptic, “He’s in surgery at the moment, so we’ll see.”

      At the end of the question-and-answer session, Ben stepped forward. “I’ll provide all the security tapes that we have, so if someone’s targeting her, it should be apparent.”

      One of the detectives slid him a glance up and down, like she was assessing him. And then she asked, “What exactly is the nature of your relationship with the victim?”

      He opened his mouth, but it looked like he was more ready to snarl than anything, so I answered, “I’m his employee.”

      But he corrected me. “She’s my girlfriend.”

      The detective raised her brow at me. “It seems like you’re not sure, but he is.”

      I blinked at her rapidly. “It’s new.”

      She kept clicking her pen, in and out. In and out. Tick-tic. Tick-tic. Tick-tic. “Mr. Covington, can you identify where you were during the break-in and assault?”

      His brows furrowed, but it seemed like he’d expected that question. “I was here. You could ask my business partners. Outside of them, you can ask Drew Wilcox. And you can also ask Prince Lucas Winston of the Winston Isles, as we were on the phone with him at the time.”

      She angled her head. “Oh, I see. We’ll have our people verify your alibi.”

      He rolled his eyes and ran his hands through his hair. “Or, you can stop wasting time. She was in my loft. She’s my girlfriend. I have zero desire to see her harmed in any way, and besides, do I look like I have a chunk taken out of my hand? Why aren’t you out looking for Mr. Spivey? He attacked her in my home when he should have been protecting her, and he assaulted two of my other employees.”

      “I’ll have to ask you to be calm, Mr. Covington. In cases like this, we have to explore all options, including a boyfriend and/or boss.”

      “I’ll give you whatever you want as long as you actually work on finding Todd. You can have access to me as much as you like.”

      She assessed him again. “In that case, Mr. Covington, I will take you up on that.”

      It was my turn to scowl. Was she flirting with him? “Are we done?”

      She turned her gaze back on me, and her lips tipped into a smirk. “Yes, Ms. Ashong, we are. Where will I be able to find you for more questions in case we need to follow up? We just want to gather some trace evidence and then you’re all set for now.”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but I had no answer. I couldn’t go back to my old flat because of Dexter. I wasn’t stepping foot back in the loft. I knew I’d still be able to smell Todd. The scent of cologne and sweat. No, I wasn’t going back there.

      But now where the hell do you live?

      Once the lab technicians were done scraping my fingernails and swabbing my mouth and took the tattered, discarded T-shirt, Ben stepped forward then and offered a card. “If you need to find her, I’ll give you access to her.” And then he shuttled them out.

      I could hear some murmuring down the hall, deep voices that were completely indistinguishable to me. It sounded like a chorus of lions growling low, plotting an attack. When Ben returned, he kneeled in front of me. You can have a shower now if you want, then we’ll go home.”

      I shook my head vehemently as the bile rose. There was no way I was stepping foot back in the loft. “I can’t stay there.”

      “No, my love. I have a house in Belgravia. It’s down the street from Bridge’s place. There’s more security, ones we’ve vetted personally. Men who have saved my life before. Todd came from a service. I won’t be making that mistake again. You’ll be safe there.”

      He rubbed my knee, and like always, there was a lick of heat. Yes, of course, under normal circumstances, I wanted him, but in that moment, it was the adrenaline talking. Someone had tried to kill me, and my body was in full-on hey, let’s reaffirm that I’m alive and bone mode.

      But I needed to keep my head clear. In the course of a month, I had somehow gone from having a flat and a boring-but-steady job and life, to having no flat, a boyfriend I wasn’t sure was my boyfriend, no place to live, and a more interesting job that occasionally came with danger. I needed to get myself back on even footing.

      You were looking for a more interesting life. And now you can use your interesting life for your book.

      That was hardly what I meant when I said I needed more life experience.

      “Maybe I should leave. I don’t want to bring this to your door.” What if I’d put him in danger with something I’d done?

      His brow furrowed when I said that. “You’re safest with me.”

      “The hell I am. Ben, I was in your loft. With your security. Someone meant to keep me safe. Nowhere is safe right now.”

      “I know. And I’m going to make sure that Todd pays. Right now, you are the most important person in my life. You are everything to me. Together we will find out why this is happening, okay? I’m so sorry I left you in the loft alone. I thought you would be safe. That was an error in judgment. I will not make that same error again. This is my fault.”

      I shook my head at him. “You keep saying that like it’s your job to look after me. I look after myself.”

      “Not anymore. You’re coming home with me to Covington House.”

      I blinked at him. “You think now is the time for some macho bullshit? Someone tried to kill me, Ben.”

      “You think I’m not aware of that? Don’t you think it’s tearing me up inside that I wasn’t there when you needed me? You think I don’t want to rip everyone to shreds? Well, rest assured, all of those things are true. Now, I don’t know what I can do to fix the past, but what I can do is fix the future. And as of now, you are not leaving my side. You might as well get used to it.”

      I pushed to my feet. “Do not take that high-handed attitude with me and stop fucking yelling.”

      He blinked rapidly. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I’m just… scared.”

      My heart twisted, and my stomach knotted. This huge Viking was scared. He had a point though. I probably was safest with him. I might not have anywhere else to go, but at least I could continue to stay with him until I figured it out. “Okay, but no more of this me Tarzan, you Jane bullshit. I’m tired of people trying to tell me what to do. I’m not having it.”

      “Well, I’m always going to tell you what to do, especially if I’m right.”

      “Oh my God, even in times like this, you want me to try to strangle you.”

      “Yeah, actually, I do. That would let me know that you’re going to be all right.”

      I met his gaze, noticing the ice blue of his eyes had warmed to more of an aqua. “I think I’m very far from being all right.”

      “I know, but I’m going to help you get there, okay?” He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close. I snuggled in. My face planted into his chest and to that soft nook. It didn’t matter that I was five -foot-seven. He towered above me, able to lay his chin on my head.

      “Now, let’s get you a shower.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Ben

      

      

      Why the hell was she fighting me? I was only trying to keep her safe.

      Even though you were the one who put her in danger in the first place?

      I wasn’t sure if the situation was because of the Elite, because of Mills, or maybe because of my father’s history. Something had turned Todd. Even though he’d come through a service, he’d been with me for over a year. All I knew was that she was mine to protect.

      Are you sure about that? She doesn’t seem like one to be told what to do.

      I led her out of the study as my mates were getting ready to clear out. “I’m going to take her back to Covington House as soon as she’s had a shower. I need to call Brian and Constance’s families. I’m sure the police will do it, but I wanted to make sure they know that I’ll take care of everything for them.”

      “I’m already pulling all the feeds from the hotel, and the office, and I’ve sent them to your tablet, Ben.” East turned his attention to Livy. “I’m really sorry. You should have been safe in the building. I’m taking it personally that we missed something in Todd’s background check.” He placed a hand on her shoulder, and I couldn’t help the low growl that rumbled in my chest. He needed to take his bloody hands off. “I will help Ben dismantle him limb from limb.”

      “It’s not your fault. You weren’t the crazy man covering my mouth, right?”

      He shook his head. “But still. It shouldn’t have happened.”

      “You and Ben seem to be putting a lot of blame on your shoulders when it has nothing to do with you.”

      East’s eyes went wide at that comment, but, mate that he was, he kept his mouth shut. He wasn’t going to wreck me. He wasn’t going to point out that this, in fact, was my fault.

      Drew, on the other hand, couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “What are you talking about? None of this would have happened to you if not for Ben.”

      I glared at him. “Jesus Christ, Drew.”

      Olivia’s attention snapped back to me. “What does he mean?”

      “Let’s talk about this at the house.”

      I tried to take her arm, but she pulled it free just as Bridge was coming down the hall. “No, we’ll talk about it now.”

      Bridge’s brows furrowed. “We weren’t sure if it was Ben’s doing that got this started, but the attempted shooting pretty much confirmed it.”

      She had already done the arithmetic of two and two. Hell, we’d even discussed the possibility, but I had tried to downplay the scenario. And I hadn’t given her the full details of what had been happening because I didn’t want her to panic.

      She pinned her dark gaze on mine. “Shooting? When?” Her brow furrowed. “When the hell were you shot at?”

      I bit back a curse. “It happened a few weeks ago.”

      She blinked several times. “Someone shot at you?”

      Her voice was flat. Too calm. Fuck. “It was before you moved in.”

      More blinking. “You convinced me to move in because of Fenton and Dex.” Her voice rose ever so slightly. “But really, you were shot at and were worried that it was going to blow back on me?”

      I glanced around at my mates, seeking an assist. But Bridge and East just winced and tried to look anywhere but at her. Drew didn’t appear the least bit sorry.

      I was so fucked. What the hell could I say to calm the fury I saw in her eyes? It wasn’t like I could tell her everything. “My only concern was to keep you safe. I knew there was a risk, so I did what I had to do.” There. That was a solid response.

      “You did what you had to?”

      I watched her warily. She was clearly pissed. Where had I gone wrong? “You needed protecting, so I made the call.”

      East tried to help me out and nearly got bitten for his effort. “We all agreed that—”

      Those big beautiful dark eyes widened even more, making her other features appear even smaller. “You all decided?”

      “Uh, w-well, we…” he stammered.

      This was unraveling quickly. “Look, let’s get you home and rested, and then we can talk. You can ask me anything.”

      “Don’t you dare little woman me. I’m an adult. I could have handled knowing. But you didn’t trust me with that information.”

      “If you’d known, would you have been any safer?” I glowered at Drew. “And you, Drew. Why would you blurt it out like this?”

      “Mate, for real? She needed to know. I swear to God, sometimes I wonder about you.” He sighed. “For what it’s worth, Olivia, my idiot mate was trying to protect you.”

      Like I needed his fucking help. “Drew, mate, do me a favor and stop talking.”

      Olivia wouldn’t let me touch her. Instead, she crossed her arms over her chest. “No, please, continue. I want to know what else he’s hiding.”

      Fucking brilliant. “And I will tell you when we’re back at the house, Livy. If you want to tell me that you’re not exhausted, completely knocked out, and need to get off your feet, fine, we’ll have this conversation right now. But if you can’t tell me any of that, then we’re going to have this conversation at home.”

      She glanced around at Drew, East, and Bridge. All had the sense to look chagrined. “Who the hell are you guys?”

      Now they stayed mum. Figures.

      “Come with me. I’ll explain everything.”

      “You better. Before I met you guys, I had a perfectly normal, average life. I’d like to get back to it.”

      If I had a heart, that would have fucking hurt. “I hope you can. But first we have to make sure you’re safe, and then we can figure everything else out.”

      “What, I’m supposed to just trust you after you kept things from me?”

      “For starters.”

      “For that to happen, you’d have to show that you were trustworthy. And right now, I’m not buying it.”

      She attempted to storm out the front door, and I had to take her arm to stop her. She whirled on me looking every bit the fierce warrior. “Do not touch me.”

      I put my hands up. “Fine, but you can’t go out that way. We need to go out the back. There’s another elevator, and a car is waiting already. It’s bulletproof. And there’s an exit that way.”

      Her dark gaze met mine, and I could see the sparks of fire in her eyes. I’d messed up. Getting her to trust me again was going to be a feat for the ages.

      It was okay, though. I didn’t need her to trust me. I just needed to keep her safe. And if I was being entirely honest with myself, it was probably better for her if she didn’t trust me.
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      East worked fast. By the time the massive wrought iron gates parted for us to enter Covington House, East had a full security team waiting.

      I recognized Erik Johansson immediately. He ran one the foremost exclusive security firms in England. His brother was also Elite, though Erik had declined his calling.

      He met us at the car. “Mr. Covington, Miss Ashong, my men and I are here to look after you.” His manner was brusque and efficient, and he gave nothing away about our relationship in front of Livy.

      At my back door, Erik showed Livy the security dashboard and the panic button, letting her know where she could find the other panels.

      The tension in the car had been tight. Coiled. Olivia hadn’t spoken a word. She kept doing that thing where she tapped her fingers gently against her leg.

      From the weeks that we’d spent together, I knew that’s what she did when she was thinking, working something out in her head. When we stepped into the house, my house, the place I’d vowed never to live in again, my heart burned in my chest.

      I’d built this house for another woman. One who had cast me aside. And now I was bringing a new woman here. One I would do almost anything to keep. The pit of angst in my gut over just how much I wanted her here made me want to throttle myself. Get your shit together.

      When the side doors closed behind us with Erik’s two men, Scott and Matthew, posted outside the door, she turned to me. “Was I just a shag?”

      What the actual fuck was she on about? “What?”

      “Was. I. Just. A. Shag?”

      I frowned at her. “Are you serious right now?” She was clearly losing it. Maybe the trauma of the day had been too much.

      “It bears asking, right? You don’t tell me vital things I need to know.”

      “Liv—”

      “You know, you’re not the only one. Dex kept all kinds of shit from me too. I’m sick and tired of the people in my life keeping things from me. My mother with this book and how fucked up it all is, Dex and his inability to keep his dick in his pants, and now you. Jesus. Everything about you is a damn mystery. You are swathed in secrets.”

      “Just because I didn’t tell you doesn’t mean—”

      Once again, she didn’t let me finish. “When you give a shit about someone, you tell them things. Things that affect them, that affect their safety and happiness. So, I have to ask. Am I just a shag then? A way to pass the time?”

      Fuck. “That’s what you’re worried about? It’s bollocks, and you know it. There are things I can’t tell you. Things that are strictly need-to-know and you do not need to know.” That’s right, when up against the fucking ropes, double down. Because when the fuck has that ever panned out?

      Her eyes spat fire. “You think I didn’t need to know the reason behind my move to the loft? The level of danger I was in? You think I didn’t need to know that I was in real danger and not just from Fenton?”

      I shook my head. “I—I. Fuck. I’m trying to protect you. Knowing everything wouldn’t have helped you.”

      “Maybe if you’d respected me enough to realize I can handle the truth we wouldn’t be in this situation.” She shook her head. “What the hell has happened to my life? Two months ago, I was perfectly normal. And I was fine. Now people want to kill me.”

      “Don’t fool yourself. You weren’t fine. What a load of bollocks.” I already had a nice-sized manhole dug, so I might as well keep digging. “From the moment I had my hand on your arse, we were inevitable. So stop pretending like this could ever be just a shag. I’m doing everything in my power to keep you safe. That twat had his hands on you, and all I want to do is lock you in a tower so I can go murder him slowly. Does that sound like just a fucking shag?”

      She brushed past me into the open-plan dining and living room, and her steps were unsure as if she didn’t really know where to go. Who could blame her? I’d never brought her here before.

      Another fucking secret.

      “Where are we, Ben?”

      I knew where this was going. “My house.”

      “One I knew nothing about until today.”

      “Fuck, what do you want me to say, Livy? I’m sorry? I don’t like this house. I have loathed it since I built it. So of course I never brought you here.”

      She shook her head as she turned to face me. “You don’t get it. My whole adult life, people have kept things from me. I don’t need that from you.”

      “Livy, you don’t understand. There are things I cannot tell you. Things that bring even more danger your way. Put you more at risk.”

      “More at risk? More than someone trying to grab me out of your flat? Watching my every move?”

      The knot in my gut just twisted tighter. “You don’t understand. Secrets whispered are never revealed.”

      She swiped at a tear that slid down her cheek. “What does that even mean? Let me be clear, the only way I’m staying is if you start telling me the truth. What exactly did you do that put the target on my back?”

      Fuck. God, she was such a pain in the ass. Why couldn’t she just accept that she couldn’t know everything?

      Because she’s not that kind of woman. But you knew that already.

      I rubbed at the stubble on my jaw. “Do you really want it that way? Okay, fine. Just have a seat and I’ll tell you everything.”

      “Oh right, because I’m just going to sit here blithely and accept what you feed me?”

      “Jesus Christ, could you just sit down? It’s already hard enough as it is. Don’t compound the difficulty by pacing the whole time I explain.”

      She narrowed her gaze at me and sighed. Then she sat on the very corner of my sectional. Knowing that she probably didn’t want me next to her, I picked the massive leather chair across from her and leaned forward, placing my elbows on my knees. “Okay, please know that I didn’t want any of this to happen. If everything had gone well that night, you would still be living your old life, and I wouldn’t have known anything about you.” I licked my lips. “I’m sure you’ve heard of secret societies.”

      She choked back a laugh. “What does a bunch of guys drinking too much and telling themselves they’ll run the world have to do with somebody trying to kill me?”

      “At Eton, there’s this group. It’s called the Pops. Most of the prime ministers of the UK have been a Pop. Actors, titans of industry, influential people. The men have all come out of the Pops. Those who didn’t make the Pops consider it a failure in their career.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “So you’re telling me that you’re in the Pops?”

      I sighed. In for a penny in for a pound. “No, something much more. There’s an even smaller group selected from the Pops once a year. We’re called the Elite.”

      Her gaze lifted and met mine, unwavering. I’d expected confusion, surprise, disdain. But she was calm. She already bloody knew.

      “You already know?”

      “Some of it. Telly called earlier. She told me some of this.”

      Well, at least I wasn’t breaking that oath. “Christ. Okay, new starting point. There was an initiation rite ten years ago, the night that I was initiated. There was a part of the ceremony when something went wrong, and a friend of mine died that night. Toby, the one I told you about. We were told it was a terrible accident, it never should have happened, and that it was no one’s fault. And we let them get away without having to answer for it. The night you and I met I was trying to get data off the Van Linsteds’ servers. Anything we can use against the Van Linsteds. Their family has controlled the Elite for too long.”

      Her brows furrowed. “You’re being serious?”

      “Yes, I am, unfortunately.” I wanted to stand and walk around to get some of the adrenaline out, but I knew I had to sit and tell the story so she would listen and believe it. “This group, the Elite… Those of us in it, when we’re initiated, we’re taken for training. The kind of training that seems like spy stuff.”

      “This is… this is The Skulls.”

      I smirked. “Not quite, but the tenets are the same.”

      “And you think they’re responsible for Toby’s death?”

      “What they stand for is. But I blame myself too. For ten years, I pushed thoughts of Toby aside. I sat back and accepted what I’d been told because it was the easiest thing to do. But I can’t do that anymore. There’s a senior council that directs our actions and our movements, settles disputes and that sort of thing. But there’s one person, the Director Prime, and whoever sits on that seat is the most powerful man in the world.”

      “Something tells me there are no women in this boys’ club.”

      “No, there aren’t. The Director Prime keeps his seat for ten years, and the Van Linsted family has had a member in that seat for thirty damn years.”

      “So you’re telling me that the Elite are the most powerful men in the world? And the Van Linsteds are the most influential family in the world?”

      “Exactly. And they are the tip of the iceberg. They did nothing when Toby died. Just stood by. They never even wanted him in the Elite. His family struggled and nothing was done for them. They tried to make us forget him, but we’re not going to. Under their watch, my friend died and nothing was done about it, so we’re trying to rectify that. Starting with ousting them from power. Some feathers are going to be ruffled.”

      Her eyes went wide. “When you say ruffled?”

      “The less you know, the better.”

      “Jesus Christ, who the fuck are these people?”

      “They’re the devils in disguise. And I wish to God I had never said yes when I was tapped.”

      Her gaze roamed over my face. “Your father was in it?”

      I nodded. “There was a part of me that felt like I could say no, but also a part of me that was ambitious enough to want to step out of my father’s shadow. And I thought they could help me do that. I convinced Toby to join. All of our fathers are lords, though Bridge’s father doesn’t acknowledge him. Toby’s did, in a way, but he abandoned him and his mother and sister for a whole new family that was more acceptable.”

      She winced. “What was wrong with Toby’s family?”

      “They’re South Asian. His mother is from Mumbai.”

      “Racist too. That’s delightful.”

      “Yeah, great organization I joined. I know.”

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      “That night at the fundraiser, we were trying to get information that would help us overthrow the Director Prime and make sure Bram Van Linsted never takes the seat.”

      “If they’re as powerful as you say, there’s no way they’re going to take that lying down.”

      “I would have sworn no one saw me pass you the drive. We checked the CCTV feeds. It looked like a clean pass. No one should have seen it, Liv. The files on the drive have given us information on how to dethrone the emperor. But then you were mugged and we were attacked. After I was shot at, we knew that the Van Linsteds realized what we were up to, so we took some precautions with you so you would be protected. I should have told you. You’re right. I didn’t want you scared or terrorized.”

      Her dark gaze met mine. “Ben…” She licked her lips. “But why me? If they didn’t see the pass, then I’m not a target.”

      “Marcus Van Linsted knows you’re important to me. He’s already made it clear that if I don’t back off trying to unseat his family, they’re coming for me. Until tonight, I didn’t know for certain how far they were willing to go.”

      Still disbelieving, she shook her head. “But nothing happened until Paris. They have no way of knowing about us.”

      I only wished she was right. “You don’t know the Elite.”
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      Lies.

      So easy to tell, so difficult to pull back.

      I’d gotten caught up in something that had nothing to do with me. And he didn’t owe me anything. Hell, I barely even knew him. It wasn’t like he had actually told me anything real about himself.

      Now that the truth was out, the question was, what was I going to do with it? This was the man I thought I had fallen for, but the man I had started to have feelings for didn’t exist. Just like the last man I’d had feelings for. I kept falling in love with fantasy versions of men. And that needed to stop. Right the hell now. “So what you’re telling me is your secret society is out to kill me, because what? They think I matter to you?”

      He scrubbed a hand over that stupidly handsome face. Seriously, why would such a jawline even exist on a person?

      Focus. Don’t worry about how good he looks or how amazing he smells. Focus on the man and what he’s telling you and how he’s acting.

      “That’s our current theory. But what happened tonight is an extreme reaction. Power is what really matters. Power is king. Hurting you tonight was messy, sloppy. Not like the Van Linsteds at all. The Elite work in the shadows. They know we’re coming for Bram and are desperate to stop us.” He hung his head. “I’m sorry, Liv. This was never supposed to touch you.”

      “You’re sorry? Are you sorry that this is what’s going on, or are you sorry that you didn’t tell me and help me prepare?”

      “Look, it was never my intention to get you caught up in this. It happened in a split-fucking second.”

      “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “You know who I am. You have always known.”

      “No, I don’t. You’re charming, but you’ve never cracked that layer beneath. You’re commanding and bossy, and a pain in the ass, but you never let me see you. And that’s my fault. I started to fall for you without really knowing who you were.”

      “You know me. After everything we’ve been through—”

      “Do I? I don’t want to stay here.”

      His brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “I want you to take me to Telly’s.”

      “Telly can’t protect you.”

      “Well, it seems that neither can you.”

      He opened his mouth to argue.

      “Here’s the thing, you can either organize one of those burly security boys out there to get a car and take me to Telly’s, or you’ll be holding me here against my will. In which case, that’s kidnapping. So which is it going to be?”

      “You know, I’m more than willing to hold you against your will.”

      No way he was being serious. “Okay, then I will fight you every step of the way.”

      “You’re being stubborn. This is idiotic. You’re going to get hurt.”

      “Like you care?”

      “Of course I bloody care.”

      “If you cared so much, you would have told me what the hell was going on weeks ago. Before I slept with you. Now I have slept with you, and I really wish I hadn’t. I feel used, lied to, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with you.”

      “Liv, come on. You know it’s not like that. I was just trying to keep you safe.”

      “Yeah, that’s how you see it, but you have to understand how I see it. So, what’s it going to be? Kidnapping or Telly’s?”

      He shook his head stubbornly, looking very well like he might try to keep me there.

      “Mr. Covington, I won’t be able to sleep until I know I’m somewhere safe. I don’t feel safe here, considering you created my situation. So, if you don’t mind, I want to go to Telly’s.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I’ll take you myself.”

      “What, you’re going to drive? You need to be protected just as much as I do. Because if these psychos are after me, they’re after you.”

      “I won’t drive, and we’ll take security. But I want to make sure you’re safely inside before I leave you there.”

      “Fine.”

      “I’ll leave you a car and a guard. And I’ll have someone pack up your things in the loft and bring them to you so you can come to work or do whatever you need to do.”

      “Fine, thank you.”

      “Liv, I never meant for any of this to happen. I just want you to be safe. You…” He cleared his throat. “You mean a lot to me.”

      “Yeah, I’m not inclined to believe that right now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Livy

      

      

      When I arrived at Telly’s, she met me with open arms. And Carmen didn’t seem to mind at all that I was crashing their love pad. But still, I’d have to find a longer-term solution because I couldn’t just be a couch surfer forever.

      Ben hadn’t been kidding. He walked me all the way up to Telly’s, made sure to post a guard outside the door, and told Telly that I wasn’t to go anywhere without the guard. Telly took the matter seriously too. Great, I’d have to deal with them both trying to run my life.

      When Ben left, Telly handed me a mug of tea and took her usual spot on the couch. “Spill. What the fuck?”

      “Tell, I just want to go to sleep.”

      “No. No sleep until you tell me. What in the world is going on?”

      Quickly, I gave her the rundown of what had happened at his loft, the police interrogation, and what he’d just told me.

      Her eyes went wide. “The Elite, I knew it. The kind of encryption they were using is some next-level security. And those guys are notorious. Their secrets run deep. Ben didn’t think he needed to inform you that you were dealing with some seriously crazy fucks with skeletons buried so deep they were embedded in the roots of our history?”

      “I just feel like I was lied to. And he brought me into this knowing that there was danger, and there’s no way for me to extricate myself now.”

      Telly winced then. “Honey, about that, did you or did you not ask me to make a copy of that drive and try to decode it?”

      I lifted a brow. “That’s different. He slipped me something without my knowing it. When I discovered it, of course, I needed to know what the hell was on it.”

      She put her hands up. “Okay, okay, I hear you. But honestly, what if copying it triggered an alert of some type? What if no one knew you were involved until you tried to open it?”

      My stomach coiled. “Jesus Christ, is that what happened?”

      She shrugged. “Look, all I know is that there’s a lot of trip wires in that thing. Maybe you inadvertently tripped one when you tried to open it. Who knows, maybe Matthias did. But Matthias is one of the best. Scarily good. A real white hat who is also a former black hat, so I trust his skills. The point is, it could have been anything. Now, do I absolutely think Ben’s at fault for dragging you into this? Hell, yes. But he can’t shoulder all the blame. You did something you weren’t supposed to do too.”

      “How are you equating him dragging an innocent bystander into some bullshit with me trying to figure out what the hell is going on?”

      “All I’m saying is that, yes, Ben shouldn’t have pulled you in. At the very least, he should have told you who the hell he was and what you’re up against. As for the rest, maybe he was trying to protect you.”

      “Whose side are you on, Telly?”

      “Yours. Always yours. I’m just trying to get you to see that it’s not that black and white. Sometimes these things are complicated. And you want to do what you want to do.”

      “I don’t know. All I know is I can’t stay with him.”

      Telly sighed. “You are always welcome here. This is your home. Hell, if it hadn’t been for that fuckturd Dexter, you would have been living here all along. But things went pear shaped. You are always welcome to stay for as long as you need, but as your bestie, who is extremely worried about your safety, I have to say Ben’s more equipped to provide you with the best of security.”

      “I can’t look at him the same. I can’t pretend everything is okay.”

      “I know. And I’m not saying you should. But I’m saying, take the safety he’s providing and run with it. These crazies, they’re trying to hurt you. I can’t protect you like he can. Sure, we’ve got a guard outside, but who knows what will happen when we’re really exposed? So what, you’re never going to set foot outside again? I think Ben is the one with the means to provide you shelter right now. Where are you going to be the safest?”

      I ran my hands through my hair. It was so dry that I could practically hear it crunch. I needed a wash and deep condition.

      “I don’t want to think about that.” All I knew was that I didn’t want to be with Ben. How was this my life? There had been a time when I’d known exactly where I was going, exactly what I wanted to do, and how to get there. I had a plan. Now, I no longer had one. No longer could follow the directions that I’d made for myself. Everything was in flux, and it was terrifying.

      But as always, Telly was right. Her flat might not exactly be the safest place at the moment. Sure, I had a new guard, thanks to Ben. I didn’t necessarily trust this one anymore, but he said he’d vetted Erik and his men personally. He’d also alluded to Erik having saved his ass once before. But how long could they stay there with me? How long would the protection last? I wanted answers, and I wanted to be part of the solution for getting the crazies off my tail, so I only had one option. One way out, whether I liked it or not. Ben Covington was my only solution. Even if he was the cause of my current problem.

      “I hate it when you speak sense.”

      She shrugged. “Under normal circumstances, I try not to mess with things. But when it comes to your life, I have to. Obviously, you’re staying a couple of nights because I want to give you a cuddle, whether you like the touching or not, and then we’re going to binge-watch Burn Notice. Also, we’re going to make Ben sweat it out. I have a client meeting tomorrow at eleven. But other than that, I’m all yours. But after a couple of nights, you’re going to go to the safest place we can find. Under normal circumstances, I’d say that’s a bunker. But I think we need to figure out who the hell is trying to hurt you first, and then we’ll bunker you but not forever. You’re going to finish your mom’s book and be the next great thriller writer. I don’t want you hiding. You’ve already hidden for way too long.”

      “You’re right. Staying here, I’d be hiding.”

      “It would be fun as hell, but people are trying to kill you. And you are important to me, so we do what we must to keep you the safest as we can. And right now, that’s with Ben.”

      “Fine, I’ll go back in the morning.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, you will. And you’re also going to tell him that you made a copy of the drive.”

      I groaned. “Do I have to?”

      Telly lifted a brow and I burrowed deeper into the couch.

      “Fine. It’s so much easier to be self-righteous in my anger when you’re not making me confess to things too.”

      “I know. I’m annoying, aren’t I?”

      “Extremely, but I love you anyway.”
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      A meeting with my mates was the last place I wanted to be. But Bridge’s office with a view of Soho Square was better than stewing at the house. But really, where else was I going to go? Livy had walked out on me and had zero desire to see me, so my only option was to bury myself in work. At least until I could convince her to see me again.

      “Okay, where are we?”

      East lifted a brow. “So… We’re not talking about Livy?”

      “Nope. Other than the fact that we’re not fully entrusting her security to Erik and his men.”

      Bridge agreed. “East, you have cameras and tracking on her right?”

      East unfolded a paperclip.

      “We should probably take shifts keeping an eye on her general whereabouts and listening in to make sure she’s okay.”

      I grunted my thanks. “She’ll bolt if she sees me, so I’ll take most of the listening duty. I don’t want Drew on watch. He already fucked this up for me.”

      Bridge rubbed at his jaw. “Mate, cut him some slack. He slipped.”

      “Considering our whole lives are about secrets it was a pretty big slip. I’m serious. No Drew.” I rubbed at the back of my neck. “If I had my way, I’d be perched in front of Telly’s building right now. But she’ll expect that.”

      The corner of East’s lips quirked. “Don’t tell me you’re clandestine training has gotten rusty.”

      One of the training modules when we joined the Elite was making it through Kielder Forest undetected. On the opposite spectrum, we’d also been trained to make it from one end of London to another without being spotted. “Not rusty. I’m just partial to my balls staying on my body.” Worth risking though if she’d let me—nope. I needed a whole new train of thought.

      I needed to try to focus on something. Anything. No fucking way was I marching back to Telly’s like a pussy-whipped git. No matter how appealing the idea of throwing Livy over my shoulder was.

      She’d come around. She had to.

      You sure about that?

      Caring about her was like an infection that had taken over my body. Now that I had no expectation of seeing her at home, I felt like I’d lost a bloody limb.

      Or more like my soul had been excised forcefully against my will. That daily dose of light she injected was gone, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever get it back. Erik and his man were guarding her whether she liked it or not. I knew I could trust Erik. After all, he hated Bram almost as much as I did. Their mutual hatred was an old wound that never closed, forever seeping blood and pus.

      God only knew if she’d turn up at work. Technically, she could do her job from anywhere. And Jessa, her boss, wasn’t due into town for another week or so.

      Plenty of time for her to avoid you.

      I dragged my attention back to the lads. Obsessing over her wasn’t going to help.

      My dick chimed in with a very unhelpful, Tell me about it.

      We needed to go over our last likely possibilities for the Five, but we were still waiting on Drew to show up. Why was he perpetually late?

      East sat forward with his laptop. “Okay, we’ve got Taron Davies, Malcolm Witsel, and Jace McClaren.

      Jace McClaren was an actor in the 70s and 80s. A-list, older now, but still influential in Hollywood. He was one of the early Brits to make a name for himself back then across the pond. Studios still had him on speed dial.

      I studied the list. None of them seemed likely options for the Five. “Are these the best candidates we’ve got?”

      East nodded. “Yeah, they’re on the original list, so we need to try to talk to them.”

      Bridge sat forward. “I’ll take Witsel. He seems to loathe my father, so at least we’ll have something in common.”

      “Fine.” I said. “I’ll take Davies. I don’t really know him well, other than he used to play rugby, right?”

      East nodded. “Yeah, now he’s a team owner. Youngest on record. Became an owner at just thirty-five.”

      I rolled my eyes. “How many thirty-five-year-old team owners do you know? Teams are expensive endeavors.”

      East laughed. “He’s fifty now. But he’s brought that league from some minor players to the majors. If anyone’s Five, I bet it’s him.”

      Alyssa, my assistant, knocked on the door and pushed it open. “I’m sorry, Mr. Covington, I apologize for interrupting.”

      Her gaze skittered when she reached Bridge. Her eyes went wide, and a flush crept up her neck.

      What the hell was that about?

      “Yes, Alyssa, what’s wrong?”

      “Well, um, there’s somebody here to see you.”

      “Yeah, that’s Drew Wilcox. What’s the problem? I told you to expect him.”

      “No, sir, it’s not him. It’s a Miss Emma Varma.”

      My brows lifted. “Emma? Emma’s here?” Shit.

      Emma, apparently having grown tired of waiting for Alyssa to announce her, just marched up and scooted by her. “Oh good, all three of you are in one place. That will make this easier.”

      Alyssa’s gaze skittered over to Emma as if assessing if she could physically block her way, but I put up my hand. “It’s okay, we’ll see her. She’s a friend.”

      Alyssa still pursed her lips, but when her gaze rolled over to Bridge again, her features softened. Oh, Christ. Had Bridge dipped his quill in company ink? Not that I was particularly fond of Mina, but it didn’t seem like him at all.

      When Alyssa left, I turned to Emma with a smile. “Well, if you had called and said you wanted to meet, we would have taken you to lunch or something.”

      She glowered at the three of us. “Just so we’re clear, I don’t appreciate you lot stopping me at the initiation.”

      East gave her a warm smile and attempted to give her a hug, but she turned a scowl on him, and with a grumble, he sat down. “I was just trying to say hello before we get down to business.”

      Because it was East, she softened. “Sorry, love, I’m not really here for a social visit. But it is always good to see you.”

      That seemed to assuage East’s bruised ego. The brunt of her ire was directed at Bridge. “If you ever put your hands on me again, I swear to God, I’ll cut them off.”

      Bridge stiffened, and then he planted his hands on my desk as he returned her glowering disdain. “You’re welcome to try. But you’re not going to get very far.”

      “Test me and see.”

      What the hell is going on with Bridge and Emma? Yeah, of course, she was probably pissed off that we’d bundled her off like a recalcitrant teenager. But something was up with them. Their level of hatred was too strong.

      “If you want, Emma, I can carry you out of here the same way. Right over my shoulder, ass on display for everyone to see.”

      Her upper lip curled. “You can try. But this time, I’m ready for you. You put your bloody hands on me, and I will sever you from those balls you love so much.”

      Even my balls shriveled up thinking about just what Emma would do. I figured I should probably end their verbal sparring match, but it was akin to watching a train wreck. “Ems, it’s always a delight. Why don’t you have a seat? You and Bridge can fight another time.”

      She sighed when her gaze shifted to me. “Sorry. I don’t like being man-handled.”

      Bridge tried to perk up. “Man-handled? I barely—”

      I put up my hand and sent him a shut-the-fuck-up look.

      “I’m sorry that Bridge man-handled you. We did it for your own safety, but it must have been uncomfortable.”

      From one of my leather chairs, East beamed at me. “Look at you, being diplomatic. Maybe Livy is rubbing off on you, after all.”

      I shrugged. “Hardly. But what’s up, Emma? What can we do for you? Or are you just here to read us the riot act?”

      She reached in her back pocket and pulled out a flash drive. “You need to see this.”

      I frowned. “What’s on it?”

      “The truth. I don’t know. Someone left it for me under the handle of my car.”

      East lost some of his good nature then. “What do you mean under the handle of your car?”

      “I mean, when I put my fingers there to open my car door, that was taped to the handle.”

      Bridge exploded on her. “And instead of calling the police, you took it and brought it here? God, how stupid are you? For all you knew, moving it could have set off a car bomb or something.”

      “Oh, my God, there he is, the persistent, consummate arsehole.”

      “Well, maybe if you didn’t act like an idiot teenager, I wouldn’t have to be an arsehole to keep you safe.”

      “News flash, dummy, I never asked you to keep me safe.”

      “Well, you can’t seem to do it well enough on your own.”

      I put my hands up. “That is enough, both of you. Emma, Bridge has a point. Maybe you should call the police.”

      “Yeah, sure. Fine. But first, watch what’s on it.”

      East held out his hand. “Give that to me. This laptop is secure, and I'm not going to connect this to the network, so anything malicious on it won't infiltrate our system.

      She gave it to him, and he stuck it in. When I strolled over there and looked over his shoulder, I saw something that I saw every night when I closed my eyes. The night of our initiation. The night Toby had died.

      My gaze pinned her. “Where did this come from?”

      “Look, I already told you. Somebody taped it to my car. I brought it straight here. Someone did this for Toby. I know you’ll do the right thing for him, but I don’t want to be in this anymore. It’s up to you three to fix what you broke.” Then she stormed out and slammed the door behind her.

      East hit a few keys, and then the video projected onto the big screen. It was then that Drew chose to walk in. “Hey, was that Emma?”

      Bridge urged him to be quiet. “Yeah, she brought something to us. It looks like someone is passing her information.”

      Drew crossed his arms and leaned back against my bookshelf. “Yeah, but who? And what’s their agenda? I say we don’t watch it.”

      East rolled his eyes. “The hell we’re not going to watch it. We need to know what they know. Information is key. No sticking our heads in the sand.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, I agree with East. This is going to hurt, but if it has some useful information, we need to see it.”

      Drew eased himself into the seat opposite East. “What the hell is going on?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, mate, but I guess we’re all about to find out.”

      When East hit play again, my stomach clenched. In one of the frames was a room I recognized. After all, we’d all been reborn in that room.

      All except one.

      I checked the timestamp. Other frames showed other rooms in the Van Linsted estate from different vantage points. The rebirth room was where we all were.

      After Toby’s death, we learned that there were safeguards in place to protect us, to keep us all safe. Not that any of them had worked. There were some who were meant to be watching the recruits inside their coffins.

      There was someone meant to be listening, in case anyone said anything or made any confessions in there. And then, there were medical staff on hand. That much we knew. We’d seen them working to revive Toby, but it hadn’t worked.

      As I paced, we saw the events of the night unfold. East focused on one screen. The coffins were being placed in the room of rebirth.

      Drew, myself, East, Bridge, Toby, and then the others were placed around a circle. Drew had woken first, then me, East, and Bridge. We saw Toby not waking and then me trying to haul Toby out of his coffin, trying to get him to wake up.

      A sheen of sweat popped all over my skin as I remembered crying over my friend’s body, trying to perform CPR but being shoved away, trying to fight anyone pulling me off him. Drew and Bridge pulled me back as East also ran forward to check on him. I remembered all of it as if it was yesterday. It was the stuff of my nightmares. The weight I carried like an albatross.

      Wordlessly, East pulled up the other screens. They were timestamped thirty minutes earlier. We saw Toby in his coffin, struggling to breathe, pulling at his tie, and he was banging on the coffin. “I need out. Let me out.”

      Bloody hell.

      We’d all been shown the safety latch on the inside of the coffin, the one that would let us out no matter what. The problem with being let out was you couldn’t go back in. If you unlatched before your rebirth, that was it. You were out of the Elite and had to face the consequences. Toby had reached for his latch, pulled it, but it hadn’t worked.

      I gasped. “Was the bloody latch broken?”

      Bridge stalked over for a closer look. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      East slowed down the frame and then peered closer. “Yeah, it’s not opening. Fuck.”

      “He was trying to get out,” I breathed, my voice merely an echo of its usual strength.

      “Who was on watch that night?” Drew asked.

      East shifted to another video. Everyone was getting their assignments. Bram Van Linsted was on the screen. He was on overwatch. Meant to be monitoring the videos.

      “I’m going to fucking kill him.” The rage that sat on simmer most of the time when I thought about him turned to full boil.

      East nodded his chin at the screen. “You’ll have to kill Garreth Jameson too. He was supposed to be listening in. All the coffins were mic’ed.”

      “Why didn’t they do something? He was calling out. He was trying to get out.”

      Bridge ran his hands through his hair. “Fuck. I knew it. I knew something was fucking wrong with this.”

      I stared at him. “How the fuck could you know? None of us knew a thing.”

      There was a final video. East scrolled down and clicked it. Francis Middleton. He was the oldest son of Jake Middleton. Father and son had the biggest crisis management firm in the country. It was the video of the members discussing how they’d spin it. Lord Middleton was giving everyone their marching orders. “It’s a great tragedy, but we can’t let this tarnish the name of the Elite. So we will run our standard spin campaign. A great tragedy, an accident. Marcus, you keep the rest of the recruits under control. Not a word about this incident leaks.”

      I was going to be sick. Bile burned the back of my throat and I dragged in long deep breaths.

      “They did this to Toby. Van Linsted, Jameson, Middleton. They did this to him.”

      Bridge shouted, “Fuck! They killed our friend. They murdered him. And we let them get away with it.”

      For the first time since I’d known him, Bridge was well and truly shattered. I was well and truly shattered. But he wasn’t wrong. Emma hadn’t been wrong either. We hadn’t looked very hard into this. That made us complicit too.

      My voice shook as I struggled against my churning gut.

      “We didn’t question their story. We didn’t question what we were told. They told us Toby had suffered a heart attack of an unknown origin. We didn’t know he’d tried to get out. They didn’t tell us that. They didn’t tell us that his coffin was locked. They didn’t tell us he died afraid, that they could have stopped this. So at the very least, they are culpable. They let our friend die, and we didn’t ask enough questions. He loved us the most, and we didn’t take care of him.”

      Bridge leaned against the wall and slid down until his arse met wood. “He was just like me, unwanted. And I turned my back on him.”

      “We have to make this right.” I wasn’t going to just accept this.

      Bridge lifted his head. “What the fuck are we going to do?”

      I met his gaze. “We’re going to strip them of the one thing they think they have. Power. All of them. They’re going to pay, starting with fucking Van Linsted. The one thing he wants most is to become Director Prime, and we already have a plan to rob him of that. When we’re done, he’s going to want to trade places with Toby. And when we’ve taken care of him, we’ll take care of the others too.”

      I stared at the television screen. I hadn’t known it until that moment, but I’d been waiting for this day for over ten years.

      My so-called brothers had killed Toby.
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      I was too keyed up after our meeting to work.

      Between Livy and that bomb Emma dropped on us, no way I was getting any work done. So I asked Alyssa to move the rest of my meetings, and I headed out to Surrey to find a needle in a rugby haystack.

      No point in sticking around if I couldn’t focus. Focus? More like you kept thinking you saw her around every corner.

      Fair point. So better I was doing something constructive than willing her to show up in my office telling me what a pain in the arse I was.

      The hour-long drive hadn’t done much to cool me down. I’d replayed every damn conversation I’d ever had with any member of the Elite. I wondered how many of them were power-hungry arseholes. I wondered who had known, what they’d known, and who was complicit in Toby’s death.

      But the truth was, we were all complicit.

      I parked in the visitor lot then headed first to the pitch. I walked out onto the grass, and the injection of adrenaline in my blood made a smile tug at my lips. One of the few fond memories I had from my childhood was my parents taking me to my first game. I must have been five, maybe six.

      But now, as I marched through the front doors, my soul was far heavier.

      The receptionist took my name when I checked in, and to my surprise Taron Davies agreed to see me right away. I’d expected him to posture and make me wait, but then he probably knew why I was there. We were already behind the curve compared to Van Linsted. Bram had probably already beat us to him.

      I was led through the expansive main lobby. Up above, there was a balcony where I could see members of the office staff milling about, off to meetings, doing whatever it was that they did to manage sports teams. I was led to the back to an elevator that I took up three floors and then down the hall to the left. There were photos of famous rugby players from Australia, New Zealand, and England covering the walls in sports action shots.

      There were also various images of his team, together with Davies, looking young and happy.

      And all it had taken to attain that happiness was a little nudge from the Elite. There really was nowhere that they couldn’t touch.

      I knocked on the door of his suite, and a receptionist opened it for me with a smile. “Hello, Mr. Covington. Mr. Davies will see you now. Would you like some coffee? Tea? Biscuits?”

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      “Fair enough, come with me.”

      Her hair was pinned back in a tidy bun that reminded me of the one that Livy wore often in the office. It was the kind of bun that made me want to grab into her hair, loosen the pins, and let her curls bounce free.

      The woman in front of me had no curls. Get your head in the game, stop thinking about Livy.

      When she reached Davies’ office, she knocked brusquely and then opened it. “Mr. Davies, Mr. Covington is here.”

      She stepped aside to let me pass and then closed the door behind me.

      Taron Davies.

      I knew only a little about him from Elite meetings. He looked good for fifty. That sort of movie star fifty that included expensive creams and the occasional touch up at the plastic surgeon. Nothing quite so extensive that he would be unrecognizable but just small little changes along the way. His skin was tanned, and his hair was still blacker than pitch. Clearly, he dyed it, but it moved easily, and his face still moved, so I didn’t think Botox was his thing.

      “Thank you for seeing me.”

      He stood, marched around his desk, and gave me a good hearty handshake. The kind that was supposed to convey reassurance and trust. I trusted nothing.

      “Covington. I don’t think we’ve had much of an opportunity to speak. Come in. Come in. Have a seat.”

      He was dressed casually, trousers, long-sleeved button-down, but no tie. The sort of thing an owner would wear to appear not to be stuffy, but still having to wear the suit because of reporters and meetings.

      “Thank you for making the time to see me.”

      “Well, of course. I mean your father and I go way back.”

      I ground my teeth. “Well, come on, don’t hold him against me.”

      Davies flashed a grin. “Yeah, he’s a right pain in the ass but good at the core. I remember you when you joined. You were watchful. Quiet. You and your mates, you’ve done a remarkable job while taking as minimal help as possible.”

      I shrugged. “Well, in my experience, everyone needs help sometimes. But the key is not to keep reaching your hand out to take it.”

      The smile was more genuine now. It reached his eyes as he gave a low chuckle. “And that’s how you have stayed so independent. That’s how I’ve stayed independent too. I don’t go back to the till asking for more slippery slope.”

      We understood each other. “I agree.”

      He sat back and crossed his arms over his abdomen which, considering his age, was still flat. He was still clearly fit. “What can I do for you?”

      I glanced around at the trophies in the glass cases and the medals on the wall. Photos with celebrities and beautiful woman. And then I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “Let’s cut the shit. You know why I’m here. I assume Bram’s already beat me to it, but let me make my pitch, and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

      He chuckled softly. “Secrets whispered are never revealed. What do you need?”

      “What I need is a new fucking Director Prime.”

      His brows lifted. “You’re serious?

      “Would I be here if I wasn’t serious?”

      “You mean to unseat the Van Linsteds?”

      “I’m surprised Bram didn’t mention that.”

      He shook his head. “Bram came here, told me he assumed I was one of the Five, that I was influential. He wanted to be sure he had my support for Director Prime. As he’s running unopposed, if I were one of the Five, there’d be no reason to cast my support. But it seemed important to him to have it.”

      I couldn’t determine if I was excited Bram saw me as a threat or not.

      “And if he weren’t running unopposed?”

      Davies smiled. “That would make things more interesting, wouldn’t it? But the Five rumor… I’m not one of them.”

      This dance again. “I thought we were mates and were going to cut the shit.“

      The corners of his lips twitched as his gaze stayed steady. He wasn’t going to give away much of anything. “Okay. If we were cutting the shit. I, as a sole member, am more than willing to hear you out. I can only cast my own vote.”

      I hated this game. It was like playing an elaborate hide and seek where participants could lie about playing the game. Only to find out a few minutes later that they were, in fact, playing. “I don’t want to play circle jerk with you. You’re one of the Five. We’ll have an alternate candidate.”

      “We?” His brow lifted.

      “If we give you an alternative to Van Linsted, what do you need to vote against him?”

      His gray eyes searched mine. “Like I said, son, I’m not one of the Five. But as a singular member, what you could do to sway my vote is a favor.”

      I sat back. “So is this the part where you tell me your favor, I hear you out, I give you what you want, and you shrug and tell me, well, okay, you’re a singular member but you’re going to do everything in your power to talk to other singular members and see what they can do?”

      He chuckled low. “Something like that.”

      “Fine. We’ll present a candidate at the next meeting. All you have to do is not back Van Linsted.”

      He rubbed his jaw, studying me. “The Van Linsteds have held that ultimate seat of power for a long damn time. I’m interested to see what could happen if somebody different held the position. What new allegiances would be formed.”

      “I’m not interested in allegiances. As long as they’re not on the seat of power, it doesn’t fucking matter to me.” What I didn’t add was that as long as I could kill Bram Van Linsted with my bare fucking hands, I’d be happy.

      He leaned forward. “All right. A favor for a favor, right?”

      “That’s how this goes, or so I’m told.”

      “Fine. There’s a woman, Estella Korinthos.”

      “Who is she?”

      “She is an old fling. I’m told she never married or had any children. I’d like her to move on from our relationship if possible and find someone.”

      I blinked at him. Surely not. A member of the Five wasn’t asking me to play fucking matchmaker. “You want me to set her up with someone?”

      He nodded. “I know it’s a simple request. But do that for me, and I’ll cast my vote as a singular member anywhere you want it.”

      I laughed low. “Just find her love?”

      “That’s my only ask.”

      “What’s the catch?” I knew by now to trust no one.

      “You’re probably not used to dealing with anyone who’s actually honest. Hmm, maybe I’m not either.”

      “Did you give Van Linsted the same request?”

      He shook his head. “Pardon my saying so, but Bram Van Linsted’s a prick. So what do you say? Are you in or not?”

      “I don’t really have much choice.” Looked like Estella Korinthos was going to find love.

      When I left, I shot a brief message to East. I was going to have a poke around Todd’s place. He’d likely long since cleared out, but a look around would be worth my time.
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      This was going to hurt. Eating crow always did. It tended to get stuck in your teeth. At least three times since turning onto Soho square, I’d considered turning back.

      I’d waited Ben out as long as possible, but I had to prep for a client meeting that afternoon. Luckily, I’d gotten some prime Carmen and Telly time in, so I felt ready. I was afraid I’d be in their way, but the lovebirds had been more than accommodating. I really liked Carmen. I hoped to God Telly kept her. I knew her track record with women. But to be fair, Carmen was different from Telly’s other girlfriends. She was warm, sane, and most importantly not territorial, jealous, or interested in me. All three had happened before. Telly looked happy. For once she wasn’t desperate to get someone out of her flat after a good shag.

      Since I knew Telly well, I figured this was reason enough to keep Carmen.

      Ovary up honey. The truth shall set you free… Or so they say.

      Erik had tried to make me ride with him and his team of Agent Smith look-alikes, but I’d ignored their generous offer and taken an Uber. Probably not as safe, but at least it was on my own terms. Fool me once.

      I was about to open the enormous glass doors of the London Lords corporate offices when my phone buzzed in my purse. The relief hit me with enough force to have me choke back a cry. Anything to avoid having to do this.

      Chickenshit.

      I stepped back against the cold concrete of the building, letting the commuter crowd in their drab khaki trenches and Burberry pass me by. “Hello, this is Livy.”

      “Oh, uhm, hello. This is Sadie Ritter. You called me a month ago. You wanted to speak about my aunt?”

      My brain was still reeling from the relief of not having to face the music, and it took a moment to process. Sadie Ritter. Caroline’s niece.

      “Oh my gosh, yes. Thank you for getting back to me.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner. I was in South Africa for work.”

      “That’s okay. I’m just so relieved, er, excited to talk to you. Do you think we can meet sometime? I would like to ask you a few questions about your aunt.”

      “Sure. Although I’m not sure how much help I can be.”

      “Any insight to her life and the work she was doing would be great. How about I text you a couple of meeting options?” No way I wanted to scare her and tell her I first had to check with my security detail if it would be okay.

      “Okay. That will work. Hopefully I can be of some help.”

      If things went how I thought they were going to go in the office today, no way was Ben going to let me out of his sight, but I’d figure it out. “I hope so too.”

      After speaking with Sadie, I felt marginally more upbeat then when I’d left Telly’s. Glancing up at the high-rise, my stomach flipped. If I walked back in there today, I’d be under Ben’s roof again. Seeing him every day, knowing that he was a man with too many secrets. Knowing that he wasn’t someone I should have, let alone keep.

      I could do this separation of church and pussy thing, so to speak. I needed simplicity. Clarity. Ben was a man with too many damn secrets. He’d keep me safe, and I’d appreciate that. But I needed to get back to normalcy when this was all over.

      And considering I’d made a huge production of my inability to trust him yesterday, this was really going to burn. And if I knew Ben even a little, he was going to make me feel it. But it was fine because I hadn’t been wrong. He’d used me. I had been a convenience to him, and that was fair enough. But taking charge of my own life was up to me. I could do that.

      I walked into the office armed with attitude, stilettos and a smile… with my guard trailing behind me.

      Like me, Ben liked to work early. I found him behind his desk, but he wasn’t already at the laptop. Instead, he leaned back on his seat facing the windows. I knocked softly and he rolled around slowly. In a low voice, he said, “Good morning. I’m glad to see you’re safe.”

      “You’ve had security on me since the moment I left Telly’s. Of course I’m safe.”

      He shrugged. “Well, I like to stay informed.”

      I shifted on my feet. “For the record, I didn’t overreact yesterday.”

      He frowned. “I know you didn’t.” He pushed to his feet then strolled around to the front of his desk before leaning against it. “I know I should have told you everything.”

      What? He wasn’t going to fight me on that? “Right. I just—it wasn’t right.”

      “I know that, Livy. I should have told you, prepared you or something. And absolutely, once we…” His gaze roamed over my body, setting off little fires everywhere. “Once things changed between us, I should have told you. I just hoped that I was wrong. I will never knowingly take a risk with your life like that again.”

      My sails completely deflated. No point in being indignant if the person you were angry with just accepted it. I gave him a brisk nod. “Thank you.” I marched over to his desk, and he straightened, he eyes flashing with heat as his gaze narrowed to focus only on me.

      When I placed the copied flash drive on the smooth polished oak, creases appeared on his forehead. “What’s this?”

      Now or never. “I made a copy of the drive before I returned it to you.”

      His eyes went wide. “Say again?” he growled out.

      Heat suffused my skin, and I cleared my throat, hoping it would also clear my discomfort. “I made a copy. Before I knew you or what you were about, I didn’t know if I could trust what you were telling me. So I made a copy and asked Telly to break into it.”

      His voice went eerily calm, all his Elite training being put to good use as he used the Queen’s English to dress me down… and not in a fun way. “So, while you were busy ripping me a new one yesterday for lying to you, for putting you in harm’s way, you might have put yourself in harm’s way? And worse, involving your friend?”

      The shame hit me hard. I’d dragged Telly into this mess. “I didn’t know what I was dealing with. All I knew was that you’d made me into a thief. And you wouldn’t explain anything to me, so I called in a favor. Obviously, in retrospect, I shouldn’t have done that, but I didn’t know if I could trust you.”

      He crossed his arms over his broad chest, and I could see his shoulders tense under his vest and shirt. “I didn’t make you a thief. I simply arranged it so I could get the information out, but you,” he pointed at me, “you made a copy. When? When you were bargaining for me to help you with your errands? When you were busy demanding I do things for you?”

      “I didn’t demand anything from you, just someone to stand there while I spread my mom’s ashes. I didn’t ask for an actual interaction from you.”

      He laughed as he shook his head. “God, you were so full of righteous indignation.”

      “I’m here to apologize, aren’t I?”

      He picked up the drive and twirled it between his fingers, showing his dexterity. “What did you do with this? Try to sell the information? Bet you soon realized it wasn’t worth much to you. Maybe someone you tried to double cross me with is the reason you’re in trouble.”

      “Wow, how quickly your concern has morphed. I’m not the reason all this happened. Let’s not forget, you still used me.”

      “And you used me.”

      “I didn’t use you. I just didn’t trust you.”

      “Right. You don’t trust anyone.”

      “Give me one good reason why I should? People have a tendency to disappoint or leave me.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, pushing away from his desk and barreling over to get in my face. “I’m not your mother, and I’m sure as bloody hell not Dexter. You need to remember that.”

      His anger made me want to lash out. It made me want to say all the things I knew would be hurtful to him. Just because I was hurting, I wanted to make him pay. But I didn’t do it. I refused to set off that chain of events.

      “I’m not doing this. I’m not going to fight with you about this. We’re not going to argue. We’re just going to get on with it.”

      He laughed a low, rich chuckle then. “So you’re going to tell me how this is going to be from now on? I don’t take being told what to do well, darling.”

      I knew he wouldn’t. “I don’t think either of us expected this. I never expected to meet someone like you or to fall for you. I didn’t expect my life to be turned upside down or to have someone trying to kill me. But this is where we are. Me running away from the present isn’t going to fix it. There is no more normal, nowhere to go back to.” I cleared my throat. “That’s the only copy I made.”

      He was so close I could feel his heat licking at me. Tempting me. “Who else looked at it?”

      “Telly, obviously. She had a hard time with the encryption and asked a friend of hers to take a look at it.”

      “You realize there are trip wires all over the data, right?”

      He had a right to be mad. Telly was right. We’d both made mistakes. “I just want this over. I want to have a life when this is over, and I don’t want to spend it looking over my shoulder.”

      He worked his jaw. “And all I want is your safety.”

      I lifted my chin and met his gaze. “Are you sure about that?”

      His brows snapped down. “You think this is about anything more than that?”

      “I also think it’s about your friend, your vendetta. I don’t think this is just about me.”

      His ice-blue gaze searched mine. His features gave nothing away though. “Before Paris, yes, this was about Toby; that’s true. But now, now that they’ve come after you, this is absolutely about you. Those are my so-called brothers, and they killed my friend, came after the woman I—” He cut himself off, and my heart squeezed as it begged to know what he was going to say. “There’s no way I’ll stand back and accept that. I fight for what’s mine. I protect what’s mine.”

      “I’m not yours.” I wished I could have said that more forcefully.

      “Yes, you are. You’re just mad and don’t remember that. It’s okay.”

      “You look pretty mad yourself.”

      “Oh, I am. Furious doesn’t cut it. I have the distinct desire to turn your ass a startling shade of red.”

      “You’ll have to spank hard. I’m brown, remember?”

      His slow grin turned slightly evil. “Oh, I remember.”

      I wasn’t proud of the fact that my panties were soaked. That intense gleam in his eyes, the promise of what turning my ass pink was going to mean… It meant being naked across his lap, where his fingers might dip lower.

      I swallowed hard. No, I was not going to think about being naked with him because that’s what had gotten me into this mess in the first place. “How do we fix this situation, Ben?”

      “I’m working on a solution with Bridge, East, and Drew.”

      “You’ll have to forgive me, but I don’t trust them. I don’t know them. How do I know they’re going to be looking out for me?”

      “You’ll have to trust me.”

      “Right. Trust the man who hides so much.”

      “You kept things to yourself too.” He ground his teeth, and I could see the muscle of his jaw working.

      Which unfortunately also drew my attention to his lips. And I could remember his taste, spicy on my tongue. The way he kissed, first with a sip that made you want to quench your thirst in one gulp. The slow, drugging kisses designed to make a woman moan without much effort.

      Jesus, I needed to stop. I would not think about him kissing me, or him lifting up my skirt, bending me over the desk and spanking me. Nope, I was not going to think about that. “From now on, no more lies. I can’t take it. I need to know what you know.”

      He narrowed his gaze at me then. “Got any more copies of this that you’re hiding from me?”

      “Oh, nice. Real mature. That’s the only one. I’ve just given you my insurance policy; you have to give me yours.”

      “No more lies.”

      “Fine. And while we’re at it, can we get security for Telly and Carmen? Todd has heard me talk about them on the phone before. I don’t want them to be targets.”

      The muscle in his jaw ticked. “Fine.”

      I shifted on my feet. Do or die time. “Also, I’m not sure of the living arrangements. I don’t think I can go back to the loft.”

      “You’ll be staying with me at Covington House.”

      The way he said that, like a command, not a suggestion. That beautiful house with the pillars and the kitchen right out of Architecture Magazine. I hadn’t seen much of the space, but I would love to explore it. My brain slapped my pussy. Snap out of it, bitch. You’re not playing house. I cleared my throat. “I’ll accept because I have no choice. But so you know, if I had a choice, I’d be anywhere else but there.”

      He approached slowly, as if he had all the time in the world. His smooth gait was catlike as he approached. The moment I could feel his heat I tried to back away. I knew I was weak. I’d lean in and sniff given half a chance. Stay strong. Stay strong.

      “If it makes you feel better to say that, fine. But let me be clear. You and I, we’re not done. The conversation about us is still to be continued.”

      I swallowed hard. Because that sounded so much like a warning. One my body didn’t want to heed. I said nothing as I turned to head to my office. I wasn’t going to let him see in my gaze that I wanted to stay.

      As I turned to get the hell out of Dodge, his voice was a whisper behind me. One soft word and it was enough to shatter my self-control and my heart. “Liv?”

      I turned slightly. “What?”

      “I know you heard me. You and I, we’re not done.”

      I swallowed hard but met his gaze with a defiant one. “Yes, we are.”
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      I swallowed hard even as my pussy clenched at his words.

      “We’re not done.”

      My pussy knew we weren’t done. And he knew we weren’t done. My brain was the lone holdout. My brain knew what was good for me. The tension swirled around us as his heat enveloped me.

      “You thought it would be that easy?” he growled, the tone sending a shiver of need through me.

      “I’m leaving Ben. I have a long day ahead of me.”

      “A long day? Do you have any idea how long the night was without you next to me? And the waking hours were almost worse because I didn’t know if you’d deign to grace me with your presence again.”

      My instinct was to whirl around and give him a piece of my mind. But I figured that was exactly what he expected from me. No. I could do cold civility.

      He braced both his hands on the door on either side of my head, and I didn’t have to squeeze my thighs together to know that my panties were soaked.

      I bit back a whimper and clenched my thighs together as a tingle of awareness made me clench.

      No. No. No.

      He did not get to turn my life upside down, keep things from me, and then be mad that I’d kept something from him.

      Yes, he does. You said you wanted honest and simple.

      Okay fine, he did have a right to be pissed. But being pissed while making me want him against my will, that was low. With fury making me clench my jaw tight, I angled my head so my gaze could meet his. The prison of his muscles kept me from escape. I frantically fought the pull of need.

      A lock of hair had fallen over his forehead, and his brows were locked in the down and furious position. His lips slightly parted as if in anticipation, but it was his eyes, as always, that got me. Equal parts fury and desire, his gaze was a war zone of all the shoulds and shouldn’ts running through his mind.

      Ben leaned forward as he caged me between his body and the door. His chest rumbled with a groan just before he leaned closer and buried his face in the crook of my neck.

      With a shuddering sigh, I angled my neck to give him better access. What was it about his touch that made me so desperate for more? My skin was practically on fire. I’d only been gone a day, but it felt like he hadn’t touched me in a century.

      “Do you have any idea how much I have worried about you?” he rasped against my throat in between hot kisses to my bared skin. He began kissing his way up my jawline until he buried his hand in my hair and turned me toward him so he could cover my mouth with his.

      I didn’t fight it, just melted beneath him and allowed him to direct how I moved. My thighs opened of their own accord, and he moved right in between them like he belonged there. When he settled against me, everything inside of me woke up and flared to life. Nothing else mattered but this.

      I could fool myself that I’d come back to keep the drive from falling into the wrong hands or that I needed his protection, but there was no denying that a part of me had come back because I couldn’t stay away. Everything inside me wanted to be where Ben was. Always. I’d known it in Paris. There was no denying it anymore.

      “What are you doing?” I choked out when his hands went to the button on my wide-leg trousers. I’d worn them deliberately because they made my ass look fantastic. That’s right, I was a tease and I couldn’t find a fuck to give about that fact.

      I gasped again when he practically ripped the zipper off while tugging it down.

      So… This was happening.

      Pussy: 1

      Brain: 0

      “Reminding you.” Ben yanked off his vest and tugged at the buttons on his shirt before he ripped it off.

      “Of what?” I croaked out.

      I gasped as his hand slipped inside my trousers and between my legs, the heat of his fingers branding me as they lit me on fire.

      With the first glide of his fingers, I bit back a harsh moan. He knew what he was doing. I’d be damned if I’d give him the satisfaction of letting him know how desperate I was for his touch.

      But I was the one being played... like the most delicate of violins played by a master. The harsh groan that tore out from me felt inevitable as those talented fingers parted my slick folds and found my clit with startling accuracy. I ached for him to fill me. To remind me of his stupid nickname. When he dipped his fingers inside my velvet sheath, I automatically clamped around him, my aching flesh feeling too empty.

      “Of who you belong to. Who this belongs to.” Ben kissed me again, our tongues tangling wildly as we each fought to take control. There was something about Ben that made everything feminine and soft inside me wake up and melt under his hands.

      I couldn’t pinpoint what it was, but every single time we kissed, I turned into a puddle of hormones.

      Is that all this is? Are we pretending Paris didn’t happen?

      This time was no exception. Within seconds, I was whimpering and canting my hips, trying to get more of his deft fingers. Trying to rock against him, desperate for what I knew he could give me.

      Despite the internal warning blaring in my mind that this was not a good idea, I started pulling frantically at my own clothes, almost breaking a nail in my haste to get my trousers down my legs.

      With a bit-off curse, he reached behind me and flipped the lock then practically tore off his trousers and boxers. My throat went dry as he stood before me. The ridiculous eight-pack of abs. That V. The whipcord lean muscle on his body. That face, beautiful enough to make angels weep.

      And then there was the dick. Big.

      No. Screw that. Pun intended. It was huge. And it was erect and pointing at me in a very accusatory manner.

      As if to complain that I’d finally given him a taste and then walked away from him.

      Once we were both naked, he didn’t waste any time. He lifted me easily in a smooth move and we were plastered together chest to thigh. With nothing between us now I could feel everything. Every muscle, every twitch of his thigh. Every bob of his dick against my slick heat.

      I was already lost in him, my whole being focused on touching my lips to every inch of the smooth skin presented to me. I ran my hands through his hair, loving the feel of the thick strands gliding through my fingers.

      He hitched me even higher and bit my throat, which made me arch my back slightly.

      “So beautiful,” he whispered. “Don’t run away from me again. Need you.” He spoke so softly that I wasn’t sure if he’d intended me to hear that last part.

      “I need you. I need you.” I just kept repeating it over and over. But instead of making it better, the soft words seemed to make him more frantic. His hands clenched my hips tighter, and his lips sucked at my neck.

      “Why can’t I stop wanting you? Even when I know you lied to me, I still want you. Fuuuuck. It’s almost worse now than before.”

      My mind spun at his angry words. He wanted me despite everything I’d done. What about his secret keeping?

      Pussy: Please focus so we can get on with the many orgasms. Sincerely, Your Lady Parts.

      It was impossible to hold the train of thought while Ben was licking my neck and my core was rubbing against his stomach.

      His grip tightened on me. “I would never let anything hurt you, Liv.”

      For the first time in my life, words failed me. All I could do was clutch him tighter.

      He dropped his forehead to mine. “We’re not done, Liv. Far from it.” He lifted me then and slid inside, so deep that my eyes rolled back in my head. My mouth opened on a silent scream from the sheer pleasure, and Ben paused, those ice-blue eyes I loved roaming my face to make sure I was okay.

      “Too rough?” he whispered.

      My nails tightened on his shoulders, and he hissed at the pain.

      I tightened my legs around his waist. “No. Please. Don’t you dare stop!”

      He grinned before he rocked his hips again, grinding deeper. We both moaned at the sensation, and Ben’s fingers tightened under my ass. I clutched him closer, my hands roaming over his muscular back and shoulders as I hung on for dear life. He must have liked that because he growled, a low, sexy sound that instantly made me wetter before he set a frantic pace that had my head banging against the wall.

      “Oh my God!”

      I panted, taking in short, sharp breaths as my desire raced out of control. He was so strong, and the fact that he was holding me while he fucked me against the wall was such a turn on. I purred as the thought of him controlling my body so easily made me think of the other ways he could take control. I wouldn’t have thought I’d ever like the idea of being restrained in any way, but every time he picked me up or held me still so he could do all these dirty, delicious things to me, it was impossible to pretend I didn’t want this.

      Ben was grunting in my ear along with every thrust, and his muscles went tight. “Fuuck, Livy.” I tightened my internal muscles around him, which felt so good that I moaned.

      When he shifted his stance, he hit that spot that I hadn’t even known existed until a few days ago, and suddenly I was coming, biting and scratching as I groaned against his shoulder.

      “Fuck! I can’t… Liv.” Ben squeezed me so tightly that I almost couldn’t breathe, and then he shuddered and groaned as he filled me with cum.
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      Well… That happened.

      PS, that also happened with no fucking rubber, you jackarse.

      I should be worried about that. I should be scared. But I wasn’t. Clearly, she’d fucked me until I had no working brain cells. I’d fucked her… in my office… without a condom. Who the fuck was I anyway?

      I had no idea how long we’d stayed braced to the door. What I did know was that as soon as I set her feet down on the floor, she gathered her clothes and went into my bathroom. When she emerged ten minutes later, she was completely composed as if that wasn’t fucking unbelievable.

      My balls ached just thinking about it.

      But she’d walked out of my office like none of that shit had mattered.

      What was worse, I knew the Spanish Inquisition was coming. There was no hiding her reemergence from East. And East gossiped more than any woman I knew, so he’d tell Drew and Bridge immediately today at our weekly team meeting, and they wouldn’t hold back.

      Surprisingly though, it wasn’t East who started in with the questions. It was Bridge.

      The moment I walked in, I could practically see them mentally clapping their hands together, rubbing them with glee at my impending discomfort. “Mate,” Bridge said, grinning. “First of all, you shagged her?”

      I gritted my teeth together. “Honestly, are we going to gossip like schoolgirls?”

      East chimed in then. “Yep, he’s shagging her now.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “You two are wankers. Do you know that?”

      Bridge shrugged. “I’m happily coupled. I need my gossip from somewhere.”

      Shaking my head, I slouched in my seat. “Don’t we have clients to discuss?”

      Bridge shook his head. “No client we have right now is as important as this information. She’s well and properly miffed with you, mate.”

      “Did you really not tell her?” East asked as he leaned forward, his elbows on his knees.

      I wanted to crawl out of my own skin. As angry as I was with her for copying the drive, Livy was right; I had kept the details from her. I hadn’t told her even half of what was truly going on. I kept her in the dark. At the time, I’d told myself I was keeping her in the dark for her own safety. But I knew better. I’d been covering my tracks. And now those ambitions had come back to bite me in the arse. “Yeah, I didn’t exactly tell her.”

      East sat back. “Mate, I’m not the wanker. You are.”

      I scrubbed a hand up my face. “Yeah, I know. I fucked up.”

      Bridge just chuckled and twirled a pen between his fingers. Dexterous and fluid, he didn’t drop it. Hell, he wasn’t even looking at his hand or the pen. That ability had made him a particularly skilled pickpocket when he was young. “The question is, now will she ever let you shag her again?”

      “You know, that’s not helpful.”

      He shrugged. “Helpful or not, that’s the truth of it. How are you going to fix it?”

      Wasn’t that the question?

      Because that angry shag in my office yesterday certainly wasn’t going to fix things. All it had done was make me want her more with the kind of fiery burning in my lungs that I couldn’t escape. I’d managed to avoid her this morning, but that was sheer luck. Subconsciously, my body and brain sought her out. I’d walked by her office on my way down to this meeting, and I’d sent her several emails without even intending to, really.

      I deliberately delayed getting ready this morning to try to leave with her, only to find that she’d left without me. And the worst part of it was that I basically had a semi-erect cock ninety-nine percent of the time. Always primed and ready for action on the off chance I got to see her in the coffee room, or the kitchen, or when she was bent over her desk in her office. God, what the hell was wrong with me? “There is something I need to tell you though.” East and Bridge both leaned forward, hoping for something juicy to sink their teeth into. “She made a copy of the drive.”

      East’s eyes went wide. “Come again?”

      Bridge’s gaze narrowed to slits. “Livy, our Livy, made a copy?”

      I nodded slowly. “Yep. Apparently, she didn’t trust me about what information was on the drive. So she made a copy and had her friend Telly, who owns Brinx Technologies, try to take a look at it.”

      East ran his hands through his hair. “Jesus fucking Christ. That drive has all the names of the Elite. The potential names of the Five. Important information that certain people don’t want to get out. Fuck. There are tripwires all over that damn thing. You go snooping on the wrong area and it either erases the drive or sends some kind of alert somewhere.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.” I pushed to my feet and started pacing the length of Bridge’s office. “I’m so fucking angry with her.” I blasted out a frustrated sigh. “It doesn’t stop me wanting her though.”

      Bridge gave a mirthless chuckle then. “Yeah, welcome to the world of women. Sometimes you want to choke them and fuck them at the same time.”

      East lifted a brow. “Mate, neither one of us wants to know about your kinks. No judgment, but asphyxiation? Come on.”

      Bridge sputtered. “Arsehole, you know that’s not what I meant.”

      East held up both hands. “Like I said, no judgment.” Then he waved his hands in front of his face and winked. “Except all the judgment.”

      Bridge scowled at him and said, “For all we know, she could have brought this on herself. Tripped something that she wasn’t supposed to.”

      East frowned. His brow furrowed as he thought it through and rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “I don’t know. Telly, hasn’t had any problems, right?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not to my knowledge. She seems perfectly safe.”

      “Yeah, and if something was tripped, they’d be all over her.”

      I winced. “Well, actually, she had a friend help her.”

      Both of them cursed then. Bridge’s voice was barely above a growl when he said, “Jesus fucking Christ, how many people are up in this business now?”

      “She knows some proper white-hat hacker with black-hat skills. It’s not like he’d be careless, and Telly didn’t report anyone being all over his arse either. So I don’t think it was the drive.”

      East sat forward. “I mean, are we back to the suspicion that Livy’s dangerous to us?”

      I frowned at that. The thing was that I knew her. To the bone. To the core. She wasn’t after us. She was just looking for her own insurance. “No. She made a dumb mistake, but she was just looking out for herself, covering her arse. After all, she didn’t know us. She didn’t know she could trust me. I had put her in danger. How was she supposed to trust me?”

      East nodded. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. All right, I’ll just do a quick look-see at Telly Brinx. I also need the name of her mate.”

      I shook my head. “All I know is that it was Matthias something or other. That’s all Telly told Livy.”

      Bridge raised his hands. “All right, so East will look into Telly Brinx and see if he can find out anything about her friend, I guess. Then where does that leave us and everything else we have planned?”

      I shook my head. “We have no choice; we have to keep going after Van Linsted. Keep moving the plan along as much as we can. We don’t have much time left.”

      He nodded slowly. “We need another meeting with Lucas.”

      “I agree. Jessa’s due back here soon. I’ll get her to bring Roone. Lucas is already coming, so we’re going to move this forward as quickly as possible. Roone is skilled in surveillance. I want him keeping tabs on Marcus Van Linsted. I don’t trust the old coot.”

      Bridge’s voice was low when he spoke. “Mate, at this point, we can’t trust anybody. Including the one person you’re protecting. We need to watch our backs, you, most of all. Because right now, it looks like she has you in the palm of her hand.”

      “I’m not in her palm.”

      Yes, you are. She owns you.

      I shoved that thought aside. “I guarantee you she’s not involved in this.”

      Bridge shook his head. “I’m not saying she is. Hell, I don’t think she is. But every move she makes, someone somewhere is watching. We just have to figure out who because we’re missing a key piece. Sure, she could be in danger because of us. We accept that. We understand that. But what if that’s not the complete picture? Some action she’s taken could be causing all this. We have to protect her against an unseen enemy, which is going to be one hell of a task.”

      He was right. We still weren’t sure of anything. “We need to figure it out. She’s counting on us.” I’d already let her down once. I didn’t have any intention of letting her down again.

      The two of them exchanged glances.

      “What are those looks for?”

      East just grinned. “It’s just nice to see you care about another woman again. It’s been a long time.”

      “Shut it.”

      And then they both started humming a nursery rhyme about Olivia and me, kissing in a tree. Jesus Christ. One of these days, I was going to upgrade those two for more mature friends.
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      To say I couldn’t sleep was an understatement. With every whisper of the wind, every skittering sound in the townhouse, every honk of the cars on the streets outside, my adrenaline spiked. I knew what was happening. I was having some residual nightmares from the attack. It wasn’t so much that they were nightmares, but visceral mental images that didn’t allow me to close my eyes for very long.

      I shoved the sheets off, refusing to go out into the main area for some tea or warm milk because…what if Ben was still up?

      Your pride is going to get in your way.

      God, I could handle this. So what if I’d had to run from his loft as if the devil himself was chasing me? So what if I’d come within scant centimeters of losing my life? I could take it. I was strong.

      What I couldn’t take was the visceral, physical response to that memory. I could feel the hand over my mouth, pressing deep into my cheeks, threatening to tear flesh from bone.

      I could smell the acrid blend of antiseptic-like soap, cologne, and sweat. With every sound, I relived the way my mind had slowed that night. The way my heart beat, every smell, every touch, every breath, every sense of him. That was the part I couldn’t let go of. I wasn’t even really afraid of being in Ben’s house, because a house was just a house, but the feeling that lingered and followed me was what I couldn’t shake.

      As I paced, I tried to practice deep breathing like the therapist recommended after Mom died, tried to calm my mind, to tell myself that despite my racing heartbeat, I was not, in fact, going to die. Tried to calm the nerves that told me, yes, I heard scrapes and skittering somewhere in the house, but it was just Ben moving around, and not somebody coming to get me. That grip I felt on my cheeks and jaw, was a figment of my imagination. None of it was real. I had to breathe through it, realize that, and let it go. And I could do that myself.

      Sure you can. How is that working out?

      Oh, Jesus Christ, if I wanted sweet oblivious sleep, I was going to have to take a sleeping pill. As much as I didn’t want to, it was a necessity. Tomorrow was going to be a hell of a day. I had piles of work to do for Jessa. Not to mention, she was finally coming into the office. She only came in about once a quarter, so this would be my first time meeting her in person. I wanted to impress her, and walking around like a zombie was not going to cut it.

      Ugh, damn it.

      I grabbed my robe then eased open my bedroom door. As far as I could tell, it was silent in the house. There was no light in the hallway that led to the kitchen, which meant all the sounds I’d been hearing were imagined.

      Told you so.

      Sure, that meant that they weren’t real, but I still couldn’t help the feeling. The worry.

      Was I going to get over this?

      As soon as you accept that it happened.

      I was dealing with it the best way that I knew how. Shoving it down and not talking about it because feelings weren’t on the menu right now.

      Okay, if that works for you.

      My subconscious was having a field day.

      My bare feet made the trek from my bedroom into the main living area that included the kitchen, great room, dining room, study and library. The hardwood floor was cool as my bare feet made a slight shuffling sound with every step. I opted for the warm glass of milk, pouring a large glass and sticking it in the microwave. The chamomile would work just as well, but I didn’t want Ben to hear the kettle going.

      While the milk warmed, I leaned against the counter, closing my eyes, trying to force deep breaths despite my lungs’ insistence that they stay shallow and panicked.

      I knew what was coming. A panic attack was waiting for me. Waiting to grip me, immobilize me, and render me useless for however long it needed to, and I needed to fend it off. I was not going to be the one who broke down. I could do this. I had fucked up, and there was nothing to cry about.

      Uh-huh.

      The microwave beeped. I pressed the button on the console for the microwave to slide out. I retrieved my milk and set it on the counter. Then I reached in the pocket of my robe for the sleeping pills. I didn’t have to take a whole one, so I cracked one in half, and then half again and took that little sliver. I only needed a little bit of help falling asleep. Just enough to quiet my mind.

      I washed it down with half the glass of milk and sighed, willing it to start working immediately.

      “You know, gripping the counter like that while drinking warm milk sort of defeats the purpose. You need to relax.”

      I whipped around, sloshing some of the milk onto the counter. “Jesus Christ, Ben!”

      “Yeah, I didn’t know you were still up.”

      I reached under the sink for a rag, wetting it slightly before trying to wipe at the counter. His hand reached out to stop me. “Livy, it’s not important. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.”

      His gaze searched me, as if looking for injury. Why did he always do that?

      “You’re not going to see anything wrong with me. I am fine.”

      “Yeah, that’s why you’re up at midnight drinking warm milk and, from the looks of it, taking a sleeping pill.”

      “I don’t need your judgment.”

      “I’m not judging you. I’m asking you what’s wrong.”

      “And I’m telling you I’m fine. I just need to get some sleep.

      I expected him to let go of my hand, to go back to his room and leave me be. But I don’t know why I expected that. This was Ben, the most stubborn man on the face of the planet.

      “You can do that. Pretend you’re fine, hell, even lie to yourself. But know that I can see you. I know you’re not fine. I can tell from the tick of your jaw, the way you grind your teeth. I can tell by the way you’re distracted. Far away. You’re not okay.”

      “What, so you’re an expert on me now?”

      “No, I’m not an expert. I learn something new every day. But I know when something is wrong with you. Just talk to me. Look, forget everything that’s happening between us. Pretend I’m a friend if you have to.”

      I needed to get away. I needed to walk away from this conversation and go cry in my room like a normal person. But those tears were now behind my lids, and I knew I wasn’t going to make it. I knew I couldn’t contain them. His hand was so warm, the heat of him emanating from him into me from that simple touch, and I felt safe and secure. And I was so tired of holding everything together by one thin thread.

      And so I broke. First with one tear and then another. And then they flowed freely, streaming down my face onto my robe and my night shirt. At first, I tried to wipe them away. But there were too many of them. And then they couldn’t get out fast enough, and I sobbed and jerked as they flowed.

      Before I knew what was happening, Ben wrapped me in his arms, tucking me into his body with a solid warm hug. I fought against him. I didn’t want his comfort, didn’t want his attention. I didn’t want any of this. I struggled in his hold, but he shushed me.

      “Easy does it. I’m not letting you go. And this, this doesn’t mean anything if you don’t want it to. This doesn’t mean that I’m in control of you. This doesn’t mean you’re not strong. It doesn’t mean anything. It only means that you needed a hug and I was here. That’s all. Take the hug.”

      I shook my head and tried to push him off. I wanted to be free. Free from him, from the pull he had on my body, my mind, and my soul. I wanted to be free of the fear. I just wanted to be let go. But he wouldn’t let me go. He wouldn’t walk away, and I wasn’t strong enough to either.

      “That’s it. Let it out.” His big hands smoothed over my back, easing up my neck under the silk bonnet I had tied around my hair as he gently massaged the muscles up into the base of my neck, easing the tension, relaxing me. “I want to hold you, and I just need you to accept it. When you feel like this, I’m here. This isn’t about what happened between us today. This isn’t any different from the first time we went out when you needed someone to spread the ashes with you. This is a no-judgment hug scenario. So just let me take care of you.”

      And because I was so damn tired, exhausted from the force of holding it all in, I let the thread snap and eased into his hold. And for the first time in several days, I didn’t feel completely alone.
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      The thing about having mates that knew you from childhood, was that they were impossible to hide from.

      I left the house early, giving explicit instructions for Erik and his team to update me on Livy’s movements.

      Stalker much? I might as well have put a GPS on her ass at that point before I lost my mind and we had another incident like the one in my office.

      A hum ran through my body just thinking about it. Christ.

      I hadn’t been kidding when I said that we weren’t done. But I knew Livy. She had to come to me. She was the one who had to come to the realization. And she was being stubborn at the moment. And then of course I still had to deal with my own irritation that she’d made a copy of the drive. What the fuck had she been thinking?

      She was thinking that someone had slipped her something and she didn’t know what it was.

      Thanks rationality, but you weren’t invited to the party.

      I stepped out the side door heading toward the garage, and I saw a familiar form leaning against the garage with a smirk on his face. The morning light was shrouded in gray fog and a little mist. In his left hand, Bridge held an untouched coffee. In the other, he had one that was open and steaming. As he sipped, he said, “I was wondering when you’d get your lazy ass up.”

      I scowled. “Remind me to revoke the passcode to the gate.”

      Bridge smirked. “We both know I can either pick it or climb the fence. And you’re lucky I didn’t walk into the house, but I didn’t want Erik and his goons to shoot me in the nuts.”

      “They’ve been instructed not to kill anyone. Because the next motherfucker that breaks into my house, I want alive for... questioning.”

      Bridge grinned. “Questioning? Riiiight. Note to self, don’t let myself into your place.”

      “Not a good idea. What are you doing here?”

      He shrugged. “It’s my job to keep you out of trouble today.”

      “So you turn up here, hoping to catch me doing something stupid?”

      He held out the coffee. “I just figured you could use a mate.”

      With a sigh, I reached out and took the cup from him before opening the garage door. “Thanks for the coffee, but I’m fine.”

      He laughed. “I’ve known you since we were eleven. Even longer if you count when we played football against each other. I know when you’re fine and when you’re not. This mess… what you have going on right now, it’s not fine. You’re wound up tight. Where are you going? Because I guarantee you it’s not the office. You used to be like clockwork, there every day at 6:30. Now I’m lucky if I can find you at all.”

      “I don’t need your help for this Bridge. I got it.”

      “Well, I’m glad you don’t need me, but I’m coming along anyway. Who are we fucking up? Did you find Todd all on your own?”

      I ground my teeth. How did he know I was looking?

      “I did not find Todd. And even if I did, I would let the authorities handle it.”

      He stalked around to the passenger side of the Spyder. “Let’s take this one. Been a while since I’ve ridden in it.”

      I was irritated that he knew exactly which car I was going to choose. I was irritated that he was here outside my house with his fucking coffee. Waiting for me. He knew I’d prefer coffee to tea. He also knew that this car was my absolute dream car and my favorite. And he knew me well enough to know that I was going to try to take care of the Todd situation on my own because as much as I loved my mates, I didn’t want to drag them down with me.

      Sometimes I really hated him, the smug git.

      “Why don’t I just drop you at your house. I’m sure Mina could use a good shag to put her in a better mood, though frankly, I’m not sure it’ll help.”

      Bridge rolled his eyes. “I get it; you two hate each other. Understood. But if you could refrain from making such jokes about my fiancée, that’d be brilliant.”

      I grumbled an apology under my breath.

      “What was that, dipshit?”

      I forced a sardonic smile. “I’m sorry I called your girlfriend a raving bitch, but to be fair, I’m trying to do this whole honesty thing Liv insisted on.”

      The muscle in his jaw ticked, but he didn’t say anything. I decided to let it go because he was not responsible for my problem. Nope, that was all me. Or more importantly, my dick.

      Dick: What’re you blaming me for? You’re the one who made that whole declaration that we’re not done. What the hell else was I supposed to do?

      Why had I said that?

      Because you fully intended to shag her again.

      Changing the subject, Bridge said, “So what’s the plan, mate?”

      “Fine. If you must know, the information that East gave me on Todd contained his personnel information. And as it tunes out, he has a brother. So I’m going to pay him a visit. See if he knows where his big brother has gone or what the fuck happened to him that would make him turn on his employer. See? Really boring stuff.”

      “Fantastic. I like boring. Who needs to work anyway?”

      I scowled at him. “Why are you doing this? I don’t need a bloody babysitter.”

      “Yeah? Prove it. You’re in love with a woman, but you won’t tell her. She was assaulted in your house, something you can’t get over, and currently she’s angry with you, which you can’t fix. Not to mention, she did something dumb that you don’t understand. Does that about cover it?”

      “Do you have a point?”

      “Yeah, the point is you can use a mate. I’m not judging. I’m just going to be here and shit.”

      “Isn’t this East’s job? To harangue me until I give in?”

      “It’s my turn today. He has you tomorrow.”

      I studied him, his silver eyes more of a stormy gray today. “Any chance I can convince you to just go away?”

      He shook his head.

      “Okay fine, let’s go.”

      He was primarily silent on the drive to Clapham. The GPS led us to a small rowhouse on the end. There was no car parked out front.

      I walked up and rang the bell, but no one answered. But after a second ring, someone came down the stairs, unlocked the door, and held it open for us. “Well, get on in then.”

      “Cheers.” I called out.

      I looked back at Bridge. His mouth was set in a firm line, his jaw ticking. This rowhouse reminded him too much of where he’d grown up.

      We took the stairs and went one flight up then knocked on flat three. It took a moment, but when the door swung open, Todd’s brother, Harry, stood on the threshold. I knew right away it was his brother because he looked exactly like him. Although, his hair was longer than Todd’s, it was much thinner, and his skin was more sallow. The kind of sallow that indicated...

      His eyes were slightly glassy, and he frowned. Great, we were talking to somebody that was high. “Harry Spivey?”

      He nodded slowly. “Yeah, who’s asking?”

      “Ben Covington. And up until a couple days ago, I was your brother’s employer.”

      He ran his finger under his nose and rubbed his neck inelegantly. “Haven’t seen him.”

      I sighed. “Is there any chance maybe you left the flat to go do something and came back to find anything askew or missing?”

      He shook his head. “He in trouble?”

      Yes, he was in a fuck ton of trouble, especially if I got my hands on him.

      “We’re not going to hurt him; we just need to talk to him.”

      “Well, I don’t have to talk to you.”

      “No, you don’t. But you’re going to.”

      “Don’t be so sure of that,” he mumbled under his breath. “Piss off.”

      He tried to close the door in my face, but I shoved it aside, causing him to stumble. When we stepped inside, the stench nearly knocked me over. “When was the last time you saw Todd?”

      “I don’t have to talk to you. I have rights.”

      “Those rights and procedures only apply to the police. So me and my mate here, we can ask you as many questions as we want, and if you don’t answer, we can make your life unpleasant. How do you feel about that?”

      Even Bridge had had enough of waiting for the show to get on the road. He leaned against the door to block Harry’s escape. “Listen, your choices are either talk to my mate here, tell us about Todd and any trouble he might’ve been in, or he’s going to get stab happy, and there’s not going to be a damn thing I can do to help you. What’s it going to be?”

      Harry started pacing. Opening drawers as if looking for something. “Look, Todd came round a few weeks ago to check on me. He pays for the flat. He’s been a good brother. I didn’t always have my shit together, you know? But Todd saw to it that I had a place.”

      “Get to the point,” I mumbled.

      “So anyways, I might’ve gotten myself into a bit of a spot with these blokes from before I got clean. I’d been gambling and lost a bunch of money. I’m working to pay them back, but they came to collect one time when Todd was here. And they applied pressure. Todd told them to piss off, and then they got proper twisted. Threatened our mom. She’s moved to Bristol. Retired. She had nothing to do with any of this. I know it’s my fault. If Todd wasn’t trying to protect me, he never would’ve gotten involved with them.”

      “Who are they?”

      He shrugged. “Just these Albanian blokes.”

      Bridge asked, “Where do you know them from?”

      “I don’t know, around. I met one of them at a bar. Next thing I knew we were playing cards somewhere, drinking, and I was writing checks with my mouth that my wallet couldn’t cash. They beat me up pretty bad. Had to go to hospital. Todd paid for it. Mom came to see me and everything. That’s when I got my act together and stopped drinking. I’ve been clean a whole month.”

      My stomach turned. “So your brother wanted to get you out of trouble?”

      “Yeah, he said he’d get them the money I owed and cover my debts. Then this one guy, Nicolai, he says he was willing to forgive the loan if Todd would bring some bird to him. And if he didn’t, they were going to go after our mum. And then if he still didn’t, they were going to kill me. At first, Todd told them to fuck off. But then a few days later, he said they were following him, so he agreed to do it. And I haven’t seen Todd since last weekend.”

      I frowned. “Anything else you can tell me about this Nicolai?”

      He shook his head. “Albanian, big guy. That’s all I know.”

      Bridge looked out the window and frowned. “We have to go, mate.”

      I leaned close to Harry. “When you see your brother again, you tell him he’s going to pay. He can only run for so long.”

      Bridge grabbed me by the collar. “Time to go.”

      When we were outside again, I pulled free. “You can let me go. I was a good boy.”

      “Yeah, you were fine. But we picked up a tail. The same blue lorry has made three loops on this block.”

      I frowned as I glanced around. “Well, who do you suppose that is?”

      “No clue, but let’s get you back and then we can figure it out.”
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      I might have been annoyed at Bridge and East for meddling in my social life, but having them in my corner wasn’t all bad. I could trust them to look out for Liv when I couldn’t.

      I told myself I wasn’t watching Liv’s every move, checking if she was okay, making sure she had everything she needed. Last night, one of the walls between us had come down. Not all of them. Hell, I wasn’t even halfway through, but one wall had come down. She’d let me hold her while she allowed herself to be vulnerable.

      Not that I’d been able to do much other than hold her. But still, I’d take it. I’d take anything that would get me closer to her. I might still be furious with her for making a copy of the flash drive, but we were connected and there wasn’t a chance in hell I was letting her go.

      For all we knew, that’s what could have put her life in danger. We were reckless and risky, but she had a lot of nerve putting all that blame on me. At least now I had the full picture, but still, I couldn’t stay the hell away from her. She was in my blood, like a virus, infecting every single part of me with her light. And there wasn’t a single part of me that wasn’t desperate to be near her. It was getting ridiculous.

      I walked by the conference room where she was in a meeting that didn’t include me three separate times. I knew from an email she’d sent that she’d negotiated a project manager from Peterman to help keep things moving. The problem was, he was some sleek git named Kevin with a too shiny suit and looked to be wearing no socks. The shoes that he wore were a take on Brogue’s. God, he was dressed exactly like some trendy hipster git from the pages of a magazine.

      Jealous much?

      I should be happy that she had help. I should be thrilled she’d found a project manager so she’d feel less stressed. But, when the third time I walked by and he was leaning over her shoulder, I lost my shit. My phone buzzed from a text, and I glowered down at it. It was Drew asking if I was in my office.

      I rolled my eyes. It wasn’t like I wanted to see him at the moment.

      I wanted to walk in the conference room and find out what the fuck that prick was doing so close to Livy.

      I replied quickly.

      Ben: Meeting. Why?

      Drew: Because I’m in your office waiting for you.

      Goddamn it. Why hadn’t he called?

      Probably because he knew you wouldn’t want to deal with him right now.

      I perched myself on the desk of one of the executive assistants who wasn’t there at the moment and glowered into the conference room. Livy was standing up, laying out some folders and pointing at things. Kevin was seated again, and his gaze was not on the fucking folders in front of him.

      I was going to kill him.

      I marched to the door and yanked it open. “Everything all right in here?”

      Livy jumped and whirled around. “Ben? What’s the problem?”

      Kevin, the wanker, didn’t look away from her ass.

      “Well, this is my company, I can inquire about any project.” It was only then that Kevin looked up.

      “Uh, sir, I’m Kevin Lynch, from Peterman Industries.” He stood and stuck out his hand as I glowered down at it.

      “What are you looking at right now?”

      Livy lifted a brow. She knew what I was doing. Well, tough. I didn’t give a shit if she knew. No way was I going to let him sit there and ogle her. “Well, we’re looking at the timelines for the Paris project. There’re two separate timelines. As you know, Max Peterman won’t be available, due to his paternity leave. But we have the subcontractor teams in place...”

      As she kept talking, I took in everything about her. She was wearing the dress I liked so much. Burgundy. It looked amazing on her skin. It kept to her trim lines, showcasing that spectacular ass that Kevin had been staring at. Kevin shoved his hand back in his pocket.

      “Oh, right, sir. Yes. So as far as we know, Paris—”

      I shook my head. “Let Livy finish.”

      He sputtered and blinked, glancing to her and then back to me. “Oh, right. Sorry. Carry on, Liv.”

      She lifted her brow and then crossed her arms. “Mr. Covington, I assure you all of our timeline changes and issues we discussed in our normal bi-weekly meeting are covered. We’re just in a time crunch. Jessa would like us to finish this meeting and give her a call. So, if you don’t mind…”

      What the hell? She was kicking me out of the conference room. And the phone in my pocket was buzzing again. Fucking, Drew. I didn’t really have a reason to be there, and Drew was waiting. I also knew I had another meeting coming up soon, but still, there was no way I was going to leave her alone with him. “Livy, can I speak to you outside?”

      She crossed her arms. “Is now the right time, sir? I don’t want to waste any time on this.”

      “This will only take a moment.”

      I escorted her out of the conference room with my hand on her lower back, closing the door behind us. The moment we were out in the hallway, she whirled on me. I took a step back, keeping a professional distance between us. Her voice was low, murmured even. Anyone walking by wouldn’t have been able to hear what we were really talking about. But, her words... pure fire. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “Me? I wasn’t the one letting someone ogle my ass.”

      “Letting someone ogle my ass? Are you mad? Is that it? I am trying to do my job in there, and you’re interrupting because you’re being a brat?”

      I lifted my brows. “A brat? Do you know how long it has been since someone dared to call me that?”

      “Clearly, too long. Do you have a reason for having me out here? Or is this some awful bullshit pee-on-me thing? I have to tell you, I’m not into it.”

      “Neither am I. I’m not urinating on you. I just don’t want that pimply-nosed git getting any ideas.”

      “Getting ideas about what?”

      The hairs on my nape stood at attention, perhaps in some feeble attempt to warn me. Maybe it was my survival instinct kicking in, but when I started talking, I didn’t see my error until the words were out of my mouth. “You can be a bit naïve—”

      One delicately arched brow slid up. “Excuse me?”

      Fuck me. How do you pull this one back, you twat? “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Don’t make me remind you that I happen to be very good at my job. And my actual boss will be in the office in just a few days, so I can’t afford to lose time by holding your hand, stroking your ego, or sucking your dick. All of those things you should be man enough to handle on your own without me. Are we understood?”

      I swallowed hard. “That’s not what I’m—”

      She lifted a hand and interrupted me again. “When I want your interference, or God forbid, for you to run in and rescue me, I will let you know. Until then, I can handle an idiot kid like Kevin. Honestly, do you think he’s the first man to stare at my ass today? Hell, in the last hour? Get real.”

      My jaw clicked. “Who the fuck else has been staring at your ass?”

      She folded her arms. “You, for starters.”

      Heat rose up my spine. “That’s different.”

      “Why, because I’m…”

      “Go on.” I wanted to hear her say it.

      She unfolded her arms to make air quotes. “Because I’m ‘yours’?” Her gaze skittered around when she said “yours.”

      I took a step toward her. “If you want me to prove it—”

      She interrupted me again. “It’s not happening.”

      It probably wasn’t a good idea to poke the angry tigress, but in for a penny, in for a pound. “Isn’t that what you said in my office a couple of days ago when you came back from Telly’s?” Yep. I was an arsehole. But she was kidding herself if she didn’t think we were happening.

      “Try me and see what happens. Right now, it’s company time, and I don’t have time for it.”

      She stepped around me and then marched right back into the conference room like I didn’t exist.

      Jesus Christ, I might feel like she was mine, but I was the one who was completely owned. A few people had walked by and given us curious glances as we argued in the hallway, but by and large, no one seemed to notice too much. When I returned to my office, thinking of all the ways I could bend her to my will, there was Drew in my fucking chair. “Mate, is there something I can help you with?”

      He leaned back and bounced in the chair more. “Nice digs, mate. You’ve got to tell me where you got this chair. I’ll want to get one for my office.”

      I closed the door and leaned against it. “What the fuck do you want?”

      “I was wondering how long you were going to sulk.”

      “I’m not sulking, you idiot.”

      “You seem like it. We haven’t talked in a couple of days. I sent you a text, but you didn’t respond. So you forced me to come down here.”

      “Yeah, about that, you should have called. I had a meeting.”

      He shook his head. “I can see your fucking calendar, you idiot. You don’t have another meeting for thirty minutes. So there’s just enough time for you and me to have a chat. Are you mad at me, mate? Do you want to have a good cry about it? Hug it out?”

      “Fuck you.”

      Drew grinned. “Sorry about the other day. I was bang out of order saying what I did in front of Livy.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “I’m usually better at secrets than that. But let’s not make the mistake of thinking you weren’t bang out of order too. You just don’t seem to see it.”

      I lifted a brow. “As apologies go, this one sucks.”

      “Well, I’m just telling you something you need to hear. Not giving her all the information made her a target. You and I both know that. If you care about her, tell her everything. You don’t hide shit. You would think we’d all been through enough for you to know that by now.”

      Guilt gnawed at me. “What the fuck do you want, Drew?”

      “Just to say I’m sorry I fucked up. But you should have told her yourself.”

      “Fine, are we done here?”

      Drew’s smile was smug. “You really don’t like to be wrong, do you?”

      “Well, I hardly ever am.”

      “Yeah? Okay, if you say so. Look, just say the words, ‘I was wrong.’”

      I blew out a chuckle despite my irritation. “Fuck off.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, yeah. I love you too, mate. I’m sorry if I made things complicated for you.”

      I scowled at him. “You know she’s barely talking to me.”

      “Well, do you even deserve for her to talk to you?”

      I scowled at that. “Fair point.” I preferred it when my mates weren’t all up in my shit.

      “Just saying.”

      “You still shouldn’t have told her though. You should have left it to me because I would have eventually filled her in.”

      He lifted a brow. “Fine. I fucked up.” His grin was quick and easy as he pushed out of my chair and then strode over to me. “I like her. She’s classy and independent. Smart too. And she has you by the balls, which makes me like her even more.”

      “Yeah. She really does have me by the balls.”

      “Are we good now? Or do we need to hug?” He opened his arms as he approached me.

      I lifted a brow. I had two inches on him, but he was stockier than I was. If he wanted to wrestle me for a hug, it might be an even match. He was burlier, but I was faster and meaner. “No hug.”

      He shook his head. “Come on now. Just come on in.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going to fight you. I have a meeting.”

      “Not for a while. We can get a couple of punches in, but I’d rather hug it out.”

      He approached closer, and I couldn’t help but laugh as I scooted out of the way.

      He chortled. “Ben, just relax. Let it happen. Close your eyes and think of England.”

      I shook my head. “Mate.” The laugh bubbled out before I could stop it. And I knew that he would keep harassing me until I let him hug me. As he rounded on me with a bracing bear hug full of macho back slaps, I growled. “That’s enough touching. Now back off.”

      He stood back and grinned. “Love you too, mate. Fix your shit with her. She’s good for you. I haven’t seen you like this since that cunt Lila. You seem lighter.”

      “Yeah, we need to work some shit out first, but we’ll see.”

      “Well, she has my vote. And God, that arse.”

      I smacked him on the back of the head, and he laughed even as he cringed.

      “Aw, sorry. Just saying. She’s gorgeous. If I wasn’t married, I’d shag her.”

      “We both know she wouldn’t stoop that low.”

      Drew’s grin was easy. “Yeah, you’re right. Probably not.”

      “Are we done here? Can I get back to work?”

      “Of course. It must be so hard being a pretty playboy.”

      “Don’t be jealous.”

      “Why would I be jealous? You and I both know, I’m the prettier one.”

      “Oh, Drew, when did the delusion start?”

      He chortled as he let himself out of my office. And just like that we were back on an even keel again. Even though he was right, I had fucked up. But I was getting there. I’d just have to keep working to get her to trust me again. And also maybe try not to be a jealous prick.

      Some things were easier said than done.
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      After my last meeting in the morning, I took the elevator down three flights to the familiar red and gray walls of the executive floor. It had made me happy that morning to hear from Kennedy when she said she wanted to have lunch.

      I’d all but jumped at the chance to escape from Ben, because after his antics with Kevin, if I didn’t get away from him, I was going to kill him. What the hell was his damn problem? He was acting like a child. It was beyond ridiculous. He was sulking, sending daggers with his eyes. If he had his way, poor Kevin would be dead. Not that I hadn’t noticed Kevin staring at my ass. Every time he looked at me, he was like a starving man staring at a juicy steak. But he’d kept his comments and, even more importantly, his hands to himself, so I hadn’t had to take matters into my own hands. But still, Ben needed to trust that if I needed to, I could take care of things.

      Take care of things? Are you sure about that?

      Fine, I was sure of nothing. And of course, there was the idiotic cavewoman version of me who liked Ben’s antics, the jealousy and possessiveness. It was as if every smart feminist part of me had immediately forgotten how to exist and was replaced by this version that wanted to see how far I could push him. When I remembered what had happened when I’d come back from Telly’s… A shiver ran through me just thinking about it.

      That was pure possession. And God knew I hated men like that. But coming from Ben, there was something so sexy about it.

      Which is why you let him bone you against the door.

      Yeah. That was another one for the ages. But for all intents and purposes, we’ll just say I wasn’t in my right mind.

      I reached Kennedy’s door and knocked. Her “come in,” was muffled by the door. When I opened it, she met me with a wide smile as she stood. “There you are. I swear to God, I thought Ben had kidnapped you.”

      I grinned at her. “Hi. It’s good to see you again. I’ve just been so busy. Since I got pulled out for the Peterman project, I haven’t had a spare moment to come down here.”

      She waved her hand. “You think I don’t know Ben? He’s too afraid I was trying to steal you back. And if I know him, he has irritated you enough that you might want to come back, despite the better title and the salary.”

      I had to laugh at that because, accurate. “Ah, you know him well.”

      She nodded. “Yes. Yes, I do. I figured you wouldn’t have much time, so instead of going somewhere, I thought I’d order in for us. Is that okay?”

      As I stepped farther into her office, the scents of lunch wafted toward me. There was a Vietnamese place down on the corner that Kennedy had always ordered from when I worked for her. They had the most amazing clay pot meals. I could almost taste the ginger and lemongrass now. I couldn’t help but do a little dance. “Oh my gosh, you ordered from Lemongrass?”

      She laughed. “Yes. I figured you’d had enough boring and expensive ‘we’re having meetings’ sort of places where everyone wore a three-piece suit.”

      “Uh, yes. How did you know?”

      “Like I said, I know Ben.”

      It was then I noticed she was smiling. She seemed lighter. “What’s going on with you? You seem, I don’t know... rejuvenated.”

      She laughed then. “You could say that.”

      I narrowed my gaze and then lifted a brow. “Oh my God, you have a boyfriend.”

      She shrugged. “The word boyfriend is... well, more like fiancé.”

      My jaw dropped. “Wh-what?” I sputtered. “How?”

      She held out her left hand.

      “But I’ve only been working for Ben for a month. How did this happen?”

      She shrugged. “Ben assigned me to oversee a new partner. It turns out he was someone I knew.”

      My jaw dropped. “Wow! What’s his name?”

      The blush that hit Kennedy’s cheeks turned to crimson. “His name is Jax. He’s an Aussie.”

      “Tell me everything.”

      She gave me that giddy smile and regaled me with the story of her sexy Australian. Apparently, there had been some crazy misunderstanding two years earlier, but he’d come back to claim her. Ah, there was that word again, claiming. “Well, that’s amazing Kennedy. I’m so happy for you.”

      We sat down to enjoy lunch, and as I was chowing down on my lemongrass chicken, she sat back. “Now, as much as I love to see you, we could have done this over dinner with alcohol. But I have a reason for asking you down here.”

      “I was going to ask why we’re doing this at lunch and not with drinks or something.”

      A low laugh came from her. “Yes, well, I also know that Ben keeps you locked up in the tower, so I wanted to give you an escape.”

      “You know, you’re not wrong.”

      “I know I’m not wrong. Ben can be a challenge. But underneath the alpha bluster, he can be a great guy.”

      “Oh no, have been you been Stockholmed?”

      A rich laugh bubbled out of her throat. “You know what, sometimes I think I have been.” She sat back then. “So, you’re writing a book?”

      I slowly eased my drink down. “Yes. How did you know?”

      “Ben told me. You know, I have a friend at Morningstone Publishing. He’s an editor there. He specializes in suspense and true crime. And I understand that’s what you’re writing.”

      I blinked once. And then again because I was convinced my ears weren’t picking up exactly what she was saying. “Um, yeah. That’s true.”

      “Well, I pulled some strings, and Forest would like to speak to you.”

      More blinking, an uncomfortable shift. “What?”

      She nodded. “Look, he’s on his way here. He couldn’t meet us for lunch, but he’s coming by for a quick twenty minutes before he has to go to another meeting. I wanted to make sure I introduced you.”

      “But I’m not ready. It’s not ready. I don’t even have anything that makes sense yet, and why... Why would you do this?”

      “Because I told him I had a friend who was writing something amazing.”

      “But you haven’t even read it.”

      “No, but Ben said that you were working on this book, and I know you. I know that everything you set your mind to, you make it work. So if I can provide an introduction, I would like to do that.”

      Sweat started to roll down my neck and then pooled in my bra. Oh God. “I really appreciate it. Honestly, I do. I just… I wish... Oh God! Why would he do this?”

      “Take a deep breath. It’s not that big of a deal. You’ll meet and talk about the book. If you guys don’t hit it off, you just met someone for twenty minutes and got to practice your pitch. That’s all.”

      “No, I don’t mean him. I mean, Ben.”

      Kennedy laughed. “Oh well, you know why Ben did it. He’s trying to control you. To show you he cares.”

      I blinked. “Ah, no, he does not care. No, that’s not what this is.”

      “Oh, relax. From the moment Ben started harassing me to let you become part of his team, I knew something was going on.”

      A deep flush crept up my skin, making me far too hot in my tight-fitting dress. “You knew?”

      “Well, I knew he had a thing for you. I didn’t know you had one for him until just now.”

      “I swear, Kennedy, I’m a professional. Under normal circumstances, I never would have—”

      She raised a hand. “Please, stop it. I fell in love with, technically, a client. The heart wants what the heart wants. At the end of the day, if you deny the heart what it wants, you’ll be miserable. But if you give in, you’ll be happy. I don’t know what’s going on with you and Ben, but I know that he wanted to give you something to make you happy. Now, that something he’s giving you, it’s a gift. You owe him nothing in return. And he can feel free to suck a bag of dicks.”

      I just wanted to laugh. “That’s one way to put it.”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes you have to say it like it is.”

      There was a knock at the door. “Oh my God! I guess, we’re doing this?”

      She laughed. “Yeah. I guess we are.”

      I took a sip of my water and checked my teeth in the mirror to make sure there was no food in them. Kennedy had done me a huge favor, and despite how I felt about Ben’s meddling, I wasn’t going to blow off this opportunity just because I was terrified.

      I’d deal with Ben later.
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      My stomach flipped. Forest Smith was the kind of good looking that made your jaw drop. Dark hair, dancing hazel eyes, just a hint of scruff to make him look slightly dangerous and like he didn’t give a shit.

      He was also blessed with one of those smiles that showed off perfectly even white teeth, and when deployed, it sent two dimple missiles your way making your stomach and other things melt.

      But as handsome as he was, and seemingly kind, those dimples did absolutely nothing for me. That’s because my brain space had been taken over by a Viking Brit who thought he owned my lady parts.

      Damn it. I needed that brain space back for other opportunities. Because despite what he thought, we were done.

      Okay, if you insist on telling yourself that.

      I licked my lips nervously, my gaze skittering to Kennedy and back to Forest. “Mr. Smith. I appreciate—”

      He waved me off. “Forest, please.”

      “Okay then, Forest. I appreciate everything that you’re saying and what you want to do for me, but I don’t even have a complete book yet.”

      He grinned. “But the pages Kennedy sent me were fantastic.”

      My brows drew down as I glared at Kennedy. “What pages?”

      Kennedy gave me a wide grin, her face lighting up as her eyes danced. “This is the part of the conversation where I tell you that, unfortunately, I am double booked and have to escape. I will tell you that Ben sent me some of your pages and ask you not to be too mad at him.”

      She pushed to her feet and Forest rose with her. The two of them embraced and air kissed, and then she reached down and took my hand, leaning very close to my ear as she whispered, “If you want a replacement, I think Forest is single.”

      And then, traitor that she was, she grabbed her laptop and sashayed out of the office with all the confidence and beauty of a woman who knew she was amazing.

      I turned my gaze back to Forest. “This is embarrassing. But I… I didn’t send you those pages. Someone who was meddling did.”

      He laughed as he leaned forward. “Look, I don’t care how those pages got to me. The point is they’re fantastic. The research is top notch. There’s some unevenness in tone, but we can smooth that out. A few passages are very factual, direct, plain. A little dry. And some have great hints of storytelling in there.”

      “I’m not sure what Kennedy told you, but my mother started the book. She was looking for a friend who disappeared. After she passed away, I got all her notes and what she’d written so far. I picked it up and added some to those early chapters.”

      “I assume the story telling is yours?”

      I nodded. “When I was younger, I wanted to be a writer, but I found I was very good at telling people what to do, so now I’m a director of operations.”

      “You’re a writer.” He stopped me from even beginning to argue with him and just barreled on. “We need to smooth out the first four chapters or so of the pages that I saw. And I want to see what you have coming up next. But I think you have a real opportunity here. We can fictionalize the story a little if you prefer to give it more of a fiction-thriller vibe and say it’s based on a true story. Or we can go with more of a true-crime approach which will take a little more time because you’ll need facts, evidence, and witnesses.”

      I shook my head. “Oh my God, this is going fast. Look I don’t have anything else really. I’ve gotten maybe six chapters in. My mother originally outlined eleven to fifteen chapters, and I’m just getting my teeth into the research now.”

      It was too much. I could feel the pressure around me like I was on one of those tilt-a-whirl rides, my body being pressed back against the wall while my feet were rising off the ground, and there was nothing I could do to make it stop.

      I wanted to run out of there, go back to Ben’s, climb into bed, and crawl under the covers. Hide until I was able and ready to deal with all of this. Too much was happening too soon. And I just needed a beat.

      Are you going to wait for your life to happen to you? Or are you going to take it by the balls? This is your shot. Grab it or let it go.

      Fear was a powerful motivator in the steps that we all took. It could stop you from doing something, or it could drive you to do something else. But it was constantly there gnawing at you, never letting you get any rest. I could try to walk away from this, the thing that had held me so close to my mother over the last few months, or I could dive in. Really make this mine.

      Forest’s dancing hazel eyes met mine directly. “This is an opportunity. I can understand that it’s terrifying and probably completely unexpected. But I think you have a gift. I can help you develop it. You just have to say yes.”

      I wanted to say yes so badly. I wanted to be this person, to have this part of my life that was all mine. I needed to stand on my own, be independent, and he was giving me that opportunity.

      “I want this. I’m just terrified, and I need to set expectations.”

      “Let’s talk about those expectations. Where are you right now?”

      “Well, I recently received a call from Caroline’s niece. Years ago, from the notes I have, I could see that the family had some difficulty, but I couldn’t seem to find any records of what might’ve happened, so I need to speak to her. But it was right around that time, when Caroline flew back to DC, that she started her human rights work in earnest. And not just the token acts of giving money or going to benefits but actual work, speaking to victims, campaigning for victim’s rights, campaigning for harsher punishments against human traffickers. She started working with The Hague. It became a real passion for her, but I don’t know what the catalyst was. I’m hoping Sadie, her niece, knows something about her motivations.”

      “That’s good. Really dig into those instincts. You don’t just want the motivation; you want Caroline’s ultimate goal. And she’s not here to give it to you, so you have to piece it together.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I think I understand that. Granted, I’m not exactly sure how to get there, but I guess I’ll figure it out.”

      He nodded. “Okay. I also want you to do some digging into her personal life. Was she married? Any children?”

      I shook my head. “No. And for the last six to eight years, I can’t find a record of any long-term relationship that lasted more than six months.” He nodded. “I understand. But nobody can go that long without human interaction, human contact. Something was driving her in this obsession. Find me those answers. Tell the story of Caroline, not just of the work.”

      I nodded. “I can try.”

      He gave me a slow smile. “Don’t just try. Do. From what I’ve seen so far, you have the talent. Don’t hide it. Embrace it. Be bold. Don’t just give me research. Anyone can do research given enough time. You have an actual skill for storytelling. Stretch it. Reach forward.”

      The way he was looking at me made my skin feel prickly-hot in a completely new way. It wasn’t the way Ben looked at me, but it was in the way that a coach would look at me. That sort of thing where they knew that you had anxiety and they were trying to force you to push it out. It was that kind of look. And I knew I could do it.

      So, is this the part where you’re going to go thank Ben?

      No.

      I was not going to thank him. Asshole. I was going to hand him his ass on a silver platter. And then I would thank him. Because this had been what I was missing. This was what I needed. Not just support, but for someone to push me to be better than I thought I could be. Someone to force me to finish the book, to craft it and make it mine and not just a legacy to my mother.

      Ben had done this. Even when he was furious at me, even when I was certainly not speaking to him, he had done this for me. The real question was, why?

      You know why. But since you’re in the mood to lie to yourself, let’s go with, oh no, we can’t possibly know.

      It seemed my subconscious was a sarcastic bitch.

      Ben wouldn’t be getting a thank-you from me. At least not yet. I would shove that thank-you into the background and think about it later. First, I had a lot of work to do. Starting with talking to Sadie Ritter.
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      Ben Covington was an expert manipulator. He knew exactly what he was doing.

      He was making it pretty damn near impossible to hold his feet to the fire.

      After meeting with Kennedy and Forest, I hadn’t had a moment to go and give him my thoughts on his meddling, and we’d even had to leave separately because he had a late meeting. But when I arrived home and found another surprise waiting for me in the living room, it really cemented my not being able to yell at him.

      Waiting in my new living room, perched in the soft leather club chair, sat my bestie, her wild dark curls spilling out over her shoulders. “When were you going to tell me that Mr. Richie Rich Billionaire had brought you to the fanciest house I have ever seen in my goddamn life? Livy, do you know that there is a swimming pool downstairs? An indoor swimming pool? Below the ground?”

      I dropped my purse and keys on the island in the kitchen before kicking off my shoes and depositing them next to the couch. “Yes. I was aware. I haven’t tried it out yet.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Put your hair up, my love, there is a swimming pool downstairs. There is also a movie theater. I suggest we watch Magic Mike.”

      I snorted a laugh. “I love you.”

      She reluctantly pushed herself out of the chair with one more pat to the soft fur pillow then gave me a hug so tight I felt mentally propped up by her will alone. “God, rich people have it so good.”

      I might hate Ben and his constant manipulation, but I loved that he’d brought Telly here for me. “It’s all very nice.”

      She pushed away from the hug, her hands on my shoulders, her tiny frame belying the strength in her hands. “Nice? This is a fucking palace, no, legitimately a palace. Did you see the columns outside? There are two of these townhouses mashed into one in bloody Belgravia. You are living with a sultan.”

      I snorted. “Don’t let him hear you say that. It’ll go to his head.”

      “Which head?” She waggled her brows.

      I laughed. “Oh God, I miss seeing you whenever I want.”

      “It’s only been two days, but I do have that effect on women.”

      I plopped myself onto the sectional. “Speaking of women, how’s Carmen? Why didn’t you bring her?”

      “She had to cut her holiday short and head back to Bristol. She had a patient who was declining, so she needed to go and check on her.”

      “God, how are you guys doing that, the distance thing?”

      “We’re coping. You know discussing options of me moving to Bristol or her coming here. Obviously, London needs good doctors.”

      “Are you getting ready to permanently cohabitate?”

      Telly raised a hand. “Let’s not get excited now. I still like my space.” She glanced around. “Although, if I lived here, I might get used to not having my own space. Hell, she could be in a whole other wing. I could have as much space as I needed.”

      I laughed. “You are welcome to move in. Actually that’s not a bad idea. I wouldn’t be worried about your safety, and you’d be around whenever I needed you.”

      “I like this plan. And I would have full access to the movie theater and the swimming pool. You know there’s a sauna down there too, right?”

      “Yes, I did know that there is a sauna.”

      “Okay, enough about your ridiculously beautiful house. Come on, let’s go.”

      I lifted a brow. “Let’s go where? I just walked in.”

      “Um, don’t you have to speak to Sadie Ritter?”

      “Yes, but I haven’t made the appointment yet.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You don’t need to. I may have been doing a little digging, and she is having dinner at Herman’s tonight.”

      “The swanky place near Leicester Square?”

      She nodded. “The very same. And she has a reservation there tonight.”

      I lifted a brow. “Telly, what did you do exactly to get this information?”

      “God, you accuse me of these things, and it hurts me right here.” Her hand was pressed over the right side of her breast.

      “You realize that your heart is on the other side, right?”

      She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know; I don’t have one. But this is your chance. Ben said that I could come over and we could hang. He had a driver pick me up and everything. And I assume you have access to one of those cars in the garage. So we’re going to let these boys follow us, and then you and I are going to play a little game of chase.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Across the street from Herman’s is a shopping center. There’s a fabulous underground tunnel connecting the two sides of the street.”

      My brows lifted. “Oh, you want me to ditch my security.”

      “Ditch is such a strong word. I want to lead them to believe that we are shopping, and then I want to give them the slip, so to speak.”

      “What did I do to deserve you?”

      “Obviously something fabulous.”

      After quick trips to the bathroom to refresh makeup and such, I went to the bank of keys hanging on the wall. Ben had told me to take anything I wanted. The Maserati keychain caught my eye immediately. I’d yet to see him drive it, which was a shame. What was the point of having all of this if you weren’t going to live a little and enjoy it? “He has a flipping Maserati.”

      Telly grinned. “Then that, my dear, is the car we’re going to drive.”

      We marched out to the garage, and Erik’s men were already on it. The garage door was open. Erik requested me to hand over the keys, and I frowned at him. “I wanted to drive myself.”

      His smile was warm. “Yes, ma’am. But I’ll have one of the men pull it out for you, and then we’ll follow. Where are you headed?”

      I gave him the name of the shopping center, and he nodded. “We’ll hang back, so you won’t even notice that we’re there.”

      I gave him a nod. But when we were in the car, I turned to Telly. “Just how are we going to avoid the men in black behind us?”

      “Leave that to me.”

      When we arrived at the shopping center, I understood what she meant. The place was a zoo. “What in the world?”

      She grinned. “I might have had a few bots post that Harry Styles was going to be here.” She was diabolical. And I was grateful she was on my side. “It’s going to be easy to ditch them.”

      Once we parked, we marched in dutifully with our hulking guards, but once inside, there were people everywhere. Women aging from ten to forty-five packed into the open-air shopping center, all waiting for an appearance by Harry Styles that was never going to happen.

      It was as easy as dipping into a store with a rear exit and taking the back stairs. And we were free of our bodyguards. At a fast clip, we crossed the tunnel to the restaurant. But we didn’t need to run. No one was chasing us.

      In Herman’s, Telly parked herself at the bar. “I’m going to have several drinks. You go talk to Sadie.”

      “I love you. You know that?”

      She gave me a brief hug. “Yeah, I’m fantastic. Now go. You probably only have about 15 minutes before Erik and his goons realize we’re not where we’re supposed to be.”

      “Got it.”

      I wove through the restaurant, avoiding the hostess and the waiters. I slid into the same booth as Sadie, and she looked up from her menu with wide eyes. “I’m sorry, can I help you?”

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t mean to barge in on your dinner like this, but I do need to speak to you. I’m Olivia Ashong.”

      Her eyes went wide and her brows lifted. “How did you find me?”

      “It’s a long story. But I really needed for us to be able to talk without an audience.”

      She glanced around. “So you stalked me?”

      “No, I didn’t stalk you. This is actually kind of fortuitous. But let’s just say I have people who want to know my every move, and I needed to be able to do this research without them hovering. I assumed it would make you more comfortable as well.”

      “Who are you again?”

      “Olivia Ashong.”

      “No, I know who you are, I don’t know what you are. Are you a reporter? What?”

      I gave her the rundown on the book, how Caroline and my mother were friends, and how after my mother’s death I picked up the mantle.

      She sat back. “Oh. I knew the last name Ashong was familiar. I just didn’t remember why. I think I met your mother once.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded, her chin-length bob swishing with her movements. Her wide green eyes filled with tears. “Things had been rough at home, so I stayed at my aunt’s for a while. Your mother came to see her. She was lovely.

      I swallowed the pang of grief that threatened to overwhelm me. “What can you tell me about your aunt and the work that she was doing?”

      She let out a breath. “I wasn’t really ready for this conversation tonight. And I have a date coming.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t want to take up your time. I just I wanted us to be able to talk privately.”

      “No, I understand. If this helps in any way find out what happened to my aunt, then I’m happy to help.”

      “Before your aunt came to visit you in DC six years ago, she wasn’t as into her human rights work. Can you explain to me what happened to set her on that path?”

      She swallowed hard. “When I was sixteen, I had gone to Paris to stay with some cousins. Summer abroad, that sort of thing, very highbrow DC, ‘Oh, summer in Europe.’ While I was there, I made some friends… and some bad choices. We partied too much, and one night, I partied with the wrong people and someone took me.”

      A chill ran through my blood. “Took you?”

      She nodded. “All I know is that I woke up locked in a filthy, room my clothes askew, and the place smelled of sweat and bodies, and sex. It was horrible.”

      “Oh my God, you were human trafficked?”

      She shook her head. “No, I wasn’t. I was kidnapped though. And I think they would have trafficked me if someone hadn’t pointed out who I was. That there would be a larger profit to be made from me by selling me back to my family.”

      “Selling you?”

      “Yeah. They gave my father the ultimatum that he could pay ten million dollars or see me sold as a sex slave.”

      Bile rose in my throat. “Jesus Christ.”

      “There was a period there that I didn’t know if he would pay. At sixteen, I was… let’s just say difficult. A little bit wild, hard to control, I wasn’t one for listening to my parents or doing the right thing. I was always getting in trouble. And for a very long three days, I was terrified for my life.”

      “I’m so sorry to ask but did they–”

      She didn’t let me finish before she shook her head. “No. Not me. They did come in and terrorize me. Spoke to me in broken English told me that I had a nice body. They would fondle me, but I wasn’t raped. They didn’t pump me full of drugs, and I was pretty well taken care of. But there were others.” Her voice broke. “I could hear their screams through the walls. A few days after they took me, two men came into my room, shoved a bag over my head, dragged me out kicking and screaming, shoved me in a van, and then drugged me with something. Next thing I knew, I woke up back in DC in my bed.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “I was useless to the authorities. The FBI and Interpol tried to figure out exactly what had happened to me, but I didn’t know where I’d been taken, and they didn’t have much to go on. I couldn’t give them much of anything other than the crowds I used to run with.”

      “And your aunt, she started fighting for you?”

      Sadie tucked her hair behind her ear, only to have it fall forward in her face again as she dipped her head. “Afterward, I was inconsolable, overwhelmed, and constantly terrified at home. My parents loved me, and they were amazing, but they didn’t know what to do with me. I saw all the therapists, but I never really felt safe anywhere but at my aunt’s house. She took care of me and made sure I made it to therapy. I stayed with her for a year before I finally felt somewhat like myself enough to be able to go home.”

      “I am so sorry.” It seemed like such a feeble thing to say for the hell she’d been through.

      “Thank you. But don’t be sorry for me. There were girls who had it worse. So much worse. When I told my aunt about my experience, it became her crusade and it wasn’t just about me. There were these parties that my friends and I would attend, and when I told her about them, she was horrified. At the time, I thought I was just, you know, partying with friends, going to houses of these rich men. Rich older men. Those places oozed money and power and sophistication. I was playing grownup. I got to dress up, be sexy, and have hot older guys talk to me like I was an adult. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing, and at some point, I tripped into the wrong party. I knew my friends were hooking up with those older guys, but I didn’t think anything of it. I was just there for the drugs and the booze, but there was so much more going on. I had friends who were having sex with these men and they were so young. My aunt couldn’t take it. It was this whole filthy underground of DC money and international men with money who would have these parties, and I was taken from one of them. Anyway, my Aunt Caroline was determined to make sure that no woman like me, no woman ever had to go through that again.”

      “These parties… Do you know the names of any of the men or who owned the houses where they were held?”

      She shook her head. “I was embarrassed and didn’t know much. My friends showed me around. But these men they didn’t necessarily live in Paris. Most of them were rental houses, and they were American and English and German international businessmen. I don’t have much to go on. But I will tell you that those parties dripped with money. This is not the seedy underbelly that you’re told about. These are the kind of people who are the power brokers with dirty little secrets.”

      I sat back, her comments making my hair stand on end.

      I was so deeply engrossed in my conversation with her that I didn’t notice someone was standing to my side at my elbow. I looked up to see a blond-haired man in his mid-twenties with an easy smile and kind eyes waiting on us.

      He said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t know we were being joined on our date?”

      Sadie stood. “Adam, hi. Sorry, this is Olivia.” She didn’t elaborate, and I couldn’t blame her. I’d just brought back her own personal hell for her.

      I stood and shook his hand. “Hi. I was just leaving. I ran into Sadie and thought I’d have a quick chat. Didn’t mean to interrupt your date.”

      He grinned at me. “You can join us.”

      “No, I’m with a friend.” I waved at Telly at the bar, who held up two glasses and winked. “I better go make sure she doesn’t clear them out of all their liquor. Sadie, thank you. And if it’s okay, I might call you again.”

      She nodded. “Anytime.”

      I left them and joined Telly at the bar. She finished her drink quickly. “You are driving so let me finish this for you.”

      She threw back the other one and winced. “Jesus God, that’s good liquor.”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “You got everything you need?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      “So she was helpful then?”

      And so much more.
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      The last two days with Olivia had been an exercise in frustration. She was perfectly polite and, we went to work as usual, but that was about it. There was no conversation, no laughter. She’d given me a very polite thank you for arranging a night out with Telly.

      Polite. Distant.

      Polite and distant were the last things I wanted from her. I would have preferred her raw anger to cold distance.

      Her raw anger terrifies you.

      This was also true. But at least raw anger meant she had feelings. I could work with feelings. Her apathy was the real problem.

      The woman from Paris was gone. The woman from my bedroom, the playful sexual one who would let me bend her over a desk, the one who’d let me shag her in the doorway, the one who would let me wash her hair, that woman was gone. She didn’t even laugh when Jessa sent me more and more inappropriate mugs.

      Nope.

      Instead, she would sit stoically at meetings, taking notes, speaking up when she needed to, directing meetings, but not engaging with me in any kind of friendly banter. It was irritating.

      She was mine. She belonged in my bed. She belonged in my arms.

      I had a meeting with the lads at East’s for dinner that night. Lucas had come into town ahead of Jessa for preplanning meetings. And we needed to lay our groundwork for the Canary Jewel.

      Most evenings, Liv ordered in late to work and ate by herself in her office, or she’d eat something the housekeeper prepared and had labeled in the refrigerator.

      The key similarity was she’d do whatever meant she didn’t have to eat with me. Not that I’d been paying close attention to her, but if I were the kind of man to observe, I’d say she wasn’t sleeping well. She had bags under her eyes she mostly masked with make-up, but I knew she wasn’t getting enough rest.

      I knew from my texts with Telly that she’d at least had fun last night. It might have been a dirty play to woo her best friend to my side, but I was willing to do what I had to do.

      If only she would talk to me. If only she would be reasonable, we could deal with what was happening. But she wasn’t.

      What did you expect, for her to sit back and accept that you are going to take charge of her life? That’s not the kind of woman she is. Not exactly the kind of woman you want either.

      I knocked on her office door and there was no answer. “Liv, I’m heading over to East’s place. If you need anything, Erik is at the elevator.”

      She didn’t acknowledge a word.

      With a frustrated sigh, I sent her a text.

      Ben: Headed to East’s. Erik is at the elevator and Scott is waiting for you in the car downstairs to take you home. Please let me know when you leave so I won’t worry.

      We were going to resolve this eventually. We couldn’t keep living like this.

      Or you can just give her a suite at the hotel, assign her security, and be done with it.

      Just the idea of it made my jaw clench. She was safest with me.

      Or you will expose her to more danger.

      I left my office and told myself that I wasn’t trying to check my phone for a response from Liv as I sauntered to the car. Nope. That wasn’t me acting like a strung-out junkie. I was fine. I didn’t miss her at all. When I reached East’s penthouse, the elevator door eased open and I could hear my mates laughing about something. It sounded like East was telling the story about the time I’d gotten caught with my hand up Nancy Pomzy’s skirt in the rectory.

      Why the hell was he telling that story? They’d all been there.

      When I rounded the corner, I saw why.

      Livy was sitting in East’s kitchen, eating an enormous bowl of pasta, complete with fresh parmesan.

      She lifted her chin to me but didn’t say a word. She had a little bit of pasta sauce in the corner of her mouth, and, I wanted to lick it off. Matter of fact, I wanted to lay her out on the island, pour it all over her body, and then lick it off. Christ.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked after clearing my throat.

      “You and I had a deal, no more secrets. It seems you forgot to tell me about this little powwow with the lads.”

      I glanced at my mates, and Drew excused himself. East suddenly looked very interested in his phone, while Bridge grinned like an idiot.

      “I can’t wait to see how you get yourself out of this one, mate.”

      “Do you mind? Livy and I need to have a private conversation.”

      He sat back on his stool. “I don’t mind at all. Go right ahead. Chat away.”

      I glowered at him, waiting until, with a huff, he stood and followed East. When we were alone, I muttered, “I was worried about you. I went to your office, but you weren’t there. How the hell did you make it out without me?”

      “When you were on your call, I had Scott bring me over and told Erik I wanted to surprise you.”

      It looked like I was going to have to remind Erik that he worked for me and not her. I glanced down at my texts and didn’t find one from him, but he had emailed me with a non-urgent sit rep on her. I hadn’t noticed. Scott was likely waiting in the study until she needed to go somewhere.

      “You didn’t think it might be important to tell me where you were going? We need to work together, Liv.”

      “Olivia. You don’t get to call me Liv or Livy anymore.”

      “Is that so, Liv? How did you even know I was going to be up here today?”

      “Well, Telly helped me out with a little device. I cloned your phone.”

      My mouth hung open. “Come again?”

      “It’s very handy, actually. She said I wasn’t supposed to use it for something evil. But I don’t think this was evil considering all I used it for was taking a peek at your schedule.”

      “You cloned my goddamn phone?”

      “Yes, I did. And who is Rebecca?”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “Well, Rebecca texted earlier in case you missed it when you were in the shower. She said she wants your cock.”

      It suddenly occurred to me who Rebecca was. She was my summertime shag buddy. A flight attendant I’d met years ago. Every now and again, whenever she was in London, she’d call. We’d shag, nothing at all memorable. Just someone to pass the time if I was bored.

      Just to dick with Livy, I said, “She wants my cock, does she? Well, I miss her tight—”

      Olivia pushed to her feet then. “Well, I’m very happy for you. Now if you don’t mind, apparently there’s some kind of meeting happening right now.”

      She set the dish aside and tried to move past me, grabbing a napkin and wiping her lips. She was a little too rough, making her lips plump with the action.

      Hell. I wanted to lick them. I wanted to eat them. I wanted to suck on them until she moaned and let my tongue dip into her mouth. I wanted to stroke my tongue against hers, I wanted to make her moan on the countertop.

      I cleared my throat and shoved my hands in my pockets, rocking back on my heels. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      “Oh, yes it does. It absolutely concerns me, so you’re not getting rid of me.”
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      I was happier to see Lucas than I thought I would be when he arrived. It had been a while since I’d seen him. Six months? Since the coronation of his aunt as Queen of Nomea.

      For our initial meetings, we opted to mask them under the cover of London Lords business. Once things got underway though, we’d likely have to be more careful not to be seen together.

      Drew wasn’t all-in for the plan, but he at least wanted to be aware of what was happening so he could assist from afar.

      Lucas stood when everyone had been seated. “Right. Olivia, welcome to the team. It’s nice to officially meet you.”

      Olivia gave him a smirk then a nod of greeting. “I think I have been drafted more than voluntarily joined.”

      His grin flashed. “Well, it’s one of the best teams there is. Don’t look so worried. We’re probably not going to jail.” He gave an exaggerated eye roll when he said not. Which only made Livy squirm in her seat.

      I could only shake my head. “Sorry, Olivia, Lucas can be an arsehole.”

      “That’s fine. I’ve had a lot of practice dealing with that particular breed of man.” She didn’t look at me when she spoke, but I ground my teeth, knowing to whom she referred.

      Lucas clapped his hands together. “Okay, at the end of the day, we want to make this as smooth as possible with ideally no jail time. Though I look excellent in a jumpsuit.”

      East rolled his eyes and clicked the remote for the screen. “This is what we’re liberating.”

      He pulled up a photo of the bracelet holding the enormous diamond sitting at April Van Linsted’s wrist.

      Lucas whistled low. “Jesus Christ. When you said jewelry heist, you weren’t kidding.”

      Bridge nodded. “She’s certainly going to notice when we lift it.”

      Lucas shrugged. “Let’s not go worrying about that. Just run me through who the players are, and then we’ll come up with a plan. Nothing happens in a day.”

      Olivia watched him with rapt attention. She was looking at him with equal parts fascination and worry. Didn’t she know that I was going to take care of her? I would send her far out of the reaches of the law if I had to in order to keep her safe. And I was going to make sure none of our plans touched her. I’d already started to work on an alibi for her so that she could be as far away from any of this shit as possible.

      As we walked Lucas through our players, he took notes and asked a few questions.

      If I was being honest, Lucas seemed a little too happy to be stealing from some rich pricks. I knew I should be uncomfortable with that idea, but the Van Linsteds had it coming.

      By the time the meeting was over, Olivia was surrounded by security to take her back to the townhouse, and I hung back to talk to Lucas. He noticed how I watched Olivia walk out. “Ah, so you’ve been bitten?” Lucas asked.

      I scowled at him. “What?”

      “Olivia. She’s gorgeous.”

      I forced my fists to unfurl as I growled out, “You’re engaged.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I know. And Bryna is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I’m just pointing out that you have good taste. So what’s the problem? Why is she sending you I hate you, but I still want to bone you looks?”

      How the fuck could he tell? “She doesn’t hate me.”

      Lucas laughed. “Oh man, you can see the tension around her mouth every time she looks at you, every time you speak. But her eyes still follow every move you make. You must have fucked up.”

      Arsehole. “Maybe.”

      He laughed. “Let me guess, you stole something from her?”

      I shook my head. “No. Worse. I didn’t mention that I might have been the one who put her life in danger.”

      Lucas whistled low. “Geez. You’ll be in the doghouse for a while. You tried sex yet?”

      Yes. I choked a laugh. “What?”

      “Sex. Usually, when Bryna is mad at me, I use it to get her to at least talk to me, and then we work it out.”

      “Yeah, this is beyond a good shag.” I didn’t mention I’d already tried that tactic. “She wants nothing to do with me.”

      Lucas winced. “Yeah, that’s not good.”

      I leaned back in my seat, letting the spring jostle my weight up and down. “So, Bryna doesn’t know what you’re doing?”

      He shook his head slowly. “No, she doesn’t.”

      “Are you going to tell her?”

      “Again, negative. When you love someone, you don’t drag them into this shit.”

      I winced. “I love Olivia.”

      “But still you dragged her into it?”

      “To be fair, I didn’t mean to drag her in at the time.”

      Lucas acknowledged me by raising a glass of scotch to his lips and taking a sip. “You didn’t mean to, but it still happened anyway.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Considering she can’t take her eyes off you, you probably still have a shot, but man, you’ve got some groveling to do.”

      “Tell me about it.” I rubbed at my jaw. “You think we’ll be able to pull this off?”

      “I certainly hope so. I lied earlier. No one looks good in a jumpsuit.”

      “Have you ever been arrested?”

      Lucas flashed the grin that very likely made him such an excellent conman. “No, mate. Never. Not once. I’m hard to catch. Also, I’m pretty. The prettier you are, the more people believe what you want them to believe, see what you want them to see. When I was at the height of this career, I could sell anything to anyone. I could make a snake oil producer think his snake oil cured cancer. That kind of power changes something in you. You have zero respect for people and life, and you have a shaky relationship with the truth, even for yourself. I didn’t like it.”

      “Then why are you out of retirement to help us?”

      Lucas licked his lips, studied his glass and set it down before leaning forward. “You called and needed help. And also… I don’t know. Sometimes I just feel like I don’t really have a place back at home.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re a fucking prince. You live in a goddamn palace.”

      “Right. But Seb doesn’t really need me. He has Penny. Sure, I’m a working royal, but I’m not necessary to them.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re necessary to Bryna.”

      He shrugged. “I am. But it’s been two years now, and we’re not married.”

      “Long engagement, that’s all.”

      I wasn’t used to seeing him unsure. Everything about him said playboy prince. As if he’d been born to this life like I had. But I knew he hadn’t. And that definitely affected the decisions he made. He needed to feel like he was worth something.

      “Maybe. Or maybe she has realized that the good guy thing is an act.”

      “I’m not sure you see yourself clearly, Lucas.”

      “What about you? Do you see yourself clearly?”

      I didn’t know how the hell to answer that. I wasn’t sure any of us did. “All I know is that I need to fix this. I need to make things right for Emma, Toby’s sister, and for his mother. I didn’t do anything back then when we first lost him.”

      Lucas shrugged. “You didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, but the point is I should have known.”

      “You’re only human. The great Ben Covington is a mere mortal.”

      “And you, Prince Lucas of the Winston Isles, you are royalty and should not be doing this.”

      He shrugged. “Probably not. But at the end of the day, you need my help, and despite the fact that this is the first thing to get my blood buzzing since I found out I had a whole other family, it’s the right thing to do. We all have to stand up for something.”

      “None of my business, but we should probably tell Sebastian. And you should absolutely tell Bryna.”

      He shook his head. “Nah. I couldn’t take the disappointment on his face. Besides, it’s the only thing I’ve ever really been good at. It would be nice to know I’m still good at it. As for Bryna, I’m really good at using sex to get her to forgive me. If you want some pointers, I can help you out.”

      “No thanks. I think I can work out the mechanics on my own.”

      “If you’re sure. Because there’s this thing called the clitoris. Women will do anything for you if you know how to find it.”

      I laughed. “You’re a wanker.”

      “So Roone keeps telling me.”

      I rubbed my jaw as I considered him. “You promise that you are really going to see this through with us?”

      Lucas grinned. “Of course, man. When I told you I was the best, I wasn’t playing.”

      “That’s good, because we’re going to need the best, or we’re all going to get very, very dead.”
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      “How are you holding up?” Telly’s voice was all concern.

      “I’m fine. Absolutely fine.”

      Telly laughed. “You’re still not giving him any sex?”

      “He is a liar, Tell.”

      “I know. I know. He tried to control you, and he was overbearing, and all those things. But God, he’s so sexy.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be a lesbian?”

      “Listen, game recognizes game. And I recognize that man’s game. Besides, you seem happy when you’re with him.”

      “What?”

      “Okay, happy is maybe the wrong word. You seem challenged. You were never challenged with Dexter. Dex was easy until he became a problem. But he was intellectually easy. You didn’t have to think so hard, you could just go with the flow.”

      “That’s not how it was.” I lied.

      “You sure about that?”

      As I thought back, I frowned. Dex was smart, but he had a very linear way of thinking. When I told him I wanted to be a writer, he’d discouraged me, telling me how hard it was going to be. He’d even told me to be more original. After all, everyone in the world wanted to be a writer.

      When I told him I found my mother’s incomplete manuscript and I wanted to finish the story, he told me it was fine as long as it didn’t interfere with real goals.

      Prick.

      Telly was right. He could only see one view. Work for the man, do what you’re supposed to do for however many years. “Am I supposed to say that Ben isn’t like that?”

      “Honey, he and his friends, all three of them, were part of family businesses. But they decided to do their own thing. If anyone is going to understand you, it’s him. There’s nothing easy about the man. I can see that. But let’s not forget he arranged the meeting with Forest Smith to help you with your writing dreams. And I’ve also seen how he looks at you. Like he’s conceived of all the possible ways to gobble you up. That’s what you need. You need someone who challenges your brain, and your vagina. What’s he packing? Nine, ten inches?”

      I groaned. “Telly!”

      “What? Sorry. Every now and again, in the far recesses of my mind, I think I miss dick. And then I have to deal with a man, and I realize, nope, don’t miss it at all. Not that the P doesn’t come with its own challenges. How do I know what women want?”

      I laughed. “Stop it. You love Carmen.”

      “Oh, I’m teasing. Carmen is awesome. I just want you to have awesome too.”

      I sighed. “And I will. It’s just not going to be named Ben Covington.”

      She groaned. “Fine, be stubborn. Still cold war?”

      “The nippiest.”

      “You know I got you right? I’m on your side. Whatever you need.”

      “Thanks Tell. I know. I just… I can’t just let it go.”

      “And I get that. You shouldn’t. He did hurt you, so he has to make it up to you in some way.”

      “Right.” I heard the front door open and I groaned. “Well, Satan is back, so I have to go.”

      “Tell him that I would like to borrow the throne today. And so he has to relinquish it just for the moment.”

      “I’ll tell him.” I hung up with her and strolled out into the living room.

      Ben tossed his keys into the little dish by the door and then strolled into his kitchen, tugging the freezer open.

      “There’s no more ice cream.”

      “How did you know that’s what I was coming in for?” He lifted his head and slid me a sidelong glance.

      My answer was a raised brow.

      He rolled his eyes. “Fine. Where did it all go?”

      “Ann Marie said she’ll buy more.” The housekeeper had been more than sweet, especially considering what had happened to Constance at the loft and the fact that she’d not only had to relocate to Covington House but also pick up Constance’s cooking duties while she recovered. I’d gotten her whole life story when I’d first come to stay.

      “Fine, I just want to have a drink. Do you want one?”

      I shook my head. “No. Thank you.” I did seat myself at the island though. “So… Lucas.”

      His chuckle was soft. “Yeah?”

      “He’s really a prince?”

      Ben nodded. “Yes. King Sebastian’s half-brother.”

      “And he’s Jessa’s brother too?”

      He nodded. “I don’t know why, but it’s always hard for me to see Jessa as a princess. Maybe because she’s Roone’s wife, or more likely because I knew her before she was a princess.”

      “How did that happen again?”

      He blew out a breath and ran his hands through his hair. “Long story, but short version, King Cassius was a very bad boy. Sebastian found his siblings after his father died. He made sure they were officially recognized. And then Jessa married my cousin.”

      “Wait, her husband is your cousin? Roone is your cousin?” My jaw hung open. There was absolutely zero family resemblance.

      Ben nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Wow, one giant incestuous family.”

      “Are we talking hot incest or the creepy kind?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “There’s another kind of incest besides the creepy kind?”

      He laughed. “Sorry. Bad joke. Are you okay?”

      I frowned. “Why do you do that, ask about me, always checking on me?”

      Sharp, ice-blue eyes narrowed at me. “Take a guess.” He placed his glass gently on the countertop and then planted his hands, leaning forward. His entire focus was on me. I wanted to squirm under the scrutiny. The way he looked at me, it was as if I was the only person that mattered. It was heady. Intoxicating. A feeling I could get used to.

      Get used to nothing. It won’t last.

      “I can’t deal with it.” Mainly because I liked that intense stare too much. I liked the way his gaze tracked me like I was prey or something that needed watching. Like he was wary, but also anticipatory. That look was possessive and wouldn’t be ignored.

      “Tough. I’m not going to stop. You’re mad. Fair enough. I’m not thrilled with you either. But that doesn’t’ mean I’m packing it in or walking away. When I want something, I go after it. When I find what I want, I don’t give up. Ever. So get used to it. You’re mine.”

      I wanted to laugh at his impudence. Instead it came out more like a sputter. “I-I’m not a possession.”

      “You’re not. You’re just mine to protect.”

      Not sure how to respond, I changed the subject. “How long have you known the prince?”

      “He’s spoken for.” His voice was tight when he said it.

      “I’ve had my fill of filthy rich men who have boatloads of secrets. Let me guess, he’s in your little secret club too?”

      Ben laughed then. “No. Lucas wishes he was that cool.”

      “Then why is he helping you?”

      “Well…” He paused and took another sip of his scotch before placing it back on the counter. His ice-blue gaze narrowed on mine as if he was trying to ascertain how much to tell me exactly. “Lucas, before he was a prince, was a thief. A very good one. He ran with the kind of people that would make your stomach turn, from the way I’ve heard it told. He has the devil’s own charm, but you probably shouldn’t trust him with your bank details.”

      I lifted my brows. “He’s a thief?”

      His grin flashed, and my pussy clenched. Dear lord, I could only hold out for so long. “Thief is such a harsh word.”

      “Ben, he stole things from people.”

      “He doesn’t hurt people. He just steals from the rich. And right now, we need to steal from the rich too.”

      “You’re going to steal that diamond?”

      “Yes. If it’s what Rowan Downs wants, it’s what we’ll give him. In exchange, we’ll get to ruin Bram Van Linsted.”

      “Your vengeance is that important to you?”

      “Yes, it is. And it’s the only way I can guarantee your safety.”

      When he said things like that, I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe that he cared about me. That he could care about anyone other than himself. But I knew better than to trust that feeling. I knew that I would get caught in the crossfire eventually. That I would be the one disappointed. That in the end, he would become bored, and I would be left alone. So it was in my best interest not to trust it. He came around the corner, his gaze intent on mine.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You’re watching me like you want me to do something.”

      Vagina: About damn time.

      “No, I was very clear. You and I are done.”

      The corners of his lips tipped up in a smirk. “Uh-huh.”

      As my mother would say, Yesu Kristo. It was like saying Jesus Christ to the nth power. “What are you doing, Ben?” I backed away from the counter. Fleeing was really my best chance at survival. “Look, while it was fun and all that, it wasn’t that great.” When in doubt, lie through your teeth. I’d become good at that.

      “You and I both know it was better than just average. We saw the stars. Where are you running to Livy?”

      I swallowed, maintaining my retreat into the living room. “Fine, you know what you’re doing. But it doesn’t mean I want a repeat performance. Especially not if it comes with lies and strings.”

      He laughed. “You lied too.”

      “I didn’t lie. I made a copy and I didn’t tell you about it. I only omitted things.”

      “Just as bad. We’re both liars. And really, honestly, you’re only hurting yourself here. You miss me.”

      I swallowed as I clenched again, aching for him. “I don’t.”

      He stepped into my space, crowding me, his scent wrapping around me like a tempting mist to the siren’s call, pulling me toward my own demise. “Every time I’m around you, I can feel this. I miss this. My body hums with the need to be near yours, and I can tell by the way your pupils dilate when you’re around me that you miss it too. You miss everything about this. Why are you torturing yourself?”

      “I’m not torturing myself. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He leaned forward even closer. His lips a breath of a whisper from my ear. “Okay, you just keep telling yourself that. But let’s not forget, I can make you want this again.”

      He pulled back then, leaving me with my knees weak, my breath coming out harsh in ragged pants, and my skin flushed.

      When he turned around, he grabbed his drink and headed to his bedroom on the other side of the house.

      Goddamn him. He could make me want this. And I wasn’t sure how long I could hold out.
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      One universal truth I was sure of, Livy Ashong was stubborn.

      While I couldn’t make her want me again, I didn’t take into account that I would want her more every day. It certainly didn’t help that she was running around the house in tight yoga pants most nights.

      It was either yoga pants at home, or one of those pencil skirts she favored during the day. In Wednesday’s planning meeting, her no-nonsense attitude just made me want her more. And then, of course, there was good old project manager Kevin. Every time I saw that idiot sniffing around her, it made my chest tight. I knew I had to wait her out, though. I couldn’t go and club her over the head and drag her back to my cave.

      I wanted to. God, everything would have been so much easier if I could just fuck her stubbornness out of her, but like before, she had to come to me. It had been torture being locked in the house with her all weekend and having her just out of reach. I’d fucked up, and she had to decide if she’d forgive me for it or not. I was losing my patience though.

      When I walked into the office Monday morning, I walked by the corner conference room, and there was her name on the door. Right next to Kevin Lynch’s. The two of them were holed up in there discussing God knew what.

      Way to be rational, you eejit. But at that point, anyone who knew me knew that I couldn’t be rational when it came to Liv. I opened the heavy oak door and found her presenting something to Kevin about the Peterman project. She was bent over her files and was searching for something, and Kevin’s gaze was on her ass… again.

      I couldn’t help myself. I knew she wouldn’t thank me for it, but the guy was leering at her. “Lynch, give us a minute.”

      Kevin’s gaze flickered between me and Livy. “Ah, sir, Jessa asked us to get these presentations together for her by the end of the week, and we need as much time as we can get.”

      I forced my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t be tempted to pummel his face then gave him a withering glare. With a distinct economy of movement, he hightailed it out and made himself scarce.

      I couldn’t exactly explain why I locked the door after him.

      Insanity. It explains all the symptoms.

      When we were alone, Livy crossed her arms and lifted a brow. “What is your problem?”

      Good question. What was my problem? Besides sexual frustration and some spotty-faced kid making moves on my woman. “My problem is you.” Yeah, and not fucking her.

      She started to pack up their folders. “I’ll just take this meeting to my office. This is why you don’t sleep with your boss,” she mumbled to herself.

      “Lynch is looking at you like you’re steak and he’s starving, and you’re in here, bending over, showing him all your assets. If the walls were glass, they’d have been fogged up the way he was panting after you.”

      She reached up to her glasses and slid them slowly down her nose. She then very calmly placed them on the table, slowly advancing until she stood in front of me. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

      What the fuck? Why was she talking to me like this? “No.”

      “Okay, you’re ill then. Delusional maybe?”

      She’s making a point, you wanker. “Seriously, the git was all over you.”

      “Oh, really? And you think I am incapable of being professional or, I don’t know, doing my job?”

      I opened my mouth to respond then wisely shut it again. She was getting ready to deliver my balls on a platter. I could tell. She had that gleam in her eye. Unfortunately, that gleam also made my dick hard. The more she glowered, the harder I became.

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Isn’t it, though?”

      “Of course, you’re professional.”

      “Then why are you, my boss’s boss, in here lecturing me on workplace decorum again? Just what is it you’re implying? Are you accusing me of not being able to do my job?”

      “Don’t be ridic—” I didn’t get to finish.

      “Or are you lecturing me about him possibly finding me attractive because that seemed like a him problem, not a me problem?”

      She was correct. That was a me problem. “No, I just meant—”

      “Or are you in here because you’re simply fucking jealous?”

      My brows snapped down at that one. “I’m not jealous. You were the one bent over in front of him, giving him a perfect view of your ass.”

      The right corner of her lips tipped up. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Liv… Fuck.” I scrubbed my hand down my face. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just… I fucking don’t know.”

      No way should I have put my hands on her. But I couldn’t help myself. I placed my palms against her hips and lifted her up, placing her on the edge of the conference table.

      Her dark eyes went wide and she blinked up at me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “You can act like you don’t feel this between us, but I will be damned if you walk around acting like you don’t know Kevin wants you. Antagonizing me. Do you know what the fuck you’re doing to me?”

      “I’m not doing anything. Trust me, I’m not naïve enough to believe that you actually want me. You’re just irritated that your playthings are no longer available.”

      I leaned in. God, I wanted to bite her bottom lip. It was so plump. Juicy, sweet. I wanted to suck on it. I wanted to slide my tongue over it, easing my tongue between her lips, making her moan. “You’re teasing me. Stop it.”

      “I know this is confusing for you, but I don’t do things just to irritate you. I’m not even thinking about you.”

      I leaned forward some more. My lips a breath from hers. A little whimper escaped at the back of her throat, and I knew my answer. She wanted me. She wanted this. But she wasn’t going to ask for it.

      And until she asked for it, I wasn’t giving in. “You can pretend that Kevin doesn’t find you fascinating all you want. You can pretend that you are over this. But I know what you like.

      “I know you like it when I pull your hair just a little, angling your head so I can nip at the back of your neck. I know that when you’re riding on top of me, you like it when I let my fingers slip through your juices and then press it against your ass. I know you like it when I bend you over and hit that spot with my dick. I know you like it when I put my tongue on those pretty pink lips of yours and lick. I know you like it when I suck on your clit. I know you like it when I tongue your ass. You’re a dirty girl. I like dirty girls. I do not like my dirty girl playing with someone else.”

      Her breath hitched. Her eyes went wide and she panted as she sat in front of me. Her thighs parted to give me some room. I deliberately let my gaze slip. And I wanted her to go even wider. I wanted her to pull up her skirt and show me how wet she was for me. Show me she was just as desperate as I was.

      “You are such a big dick.”

      I chuckled low. “You mean I have a big dick, right?”

      “You’re the most pompous, egotistical, ass of a man—”

      Sliding my hands up her thighs, I brought her ass to the edge of the conference table. Her skirt inched up just a little and I could see the garters on her thighs. “If you keep talking dirty to me like that, I’m going to bend down and lick you. But I’m not sure if I’m going to lick that sweet pussy or your ass. So the next time you’re in here with someone else, you’ll know just how far I’m willing to go to remind you that you belong to me. Body and soul.”

      She shivered, and her tongue peeked out to lick her bottom lip. “Ben...”

      Whatever she would have said was rudely interrupted by knocking at the conference room door. I backed up three feet, and she hopped down hastily, making sure her clothes were perfectly neat. I winked at her and backed away from the table. “Next time, sweetheart, you won’t be able to put yourself together so quickly. After all, I’ll be holding your shredded panties.”

      And then I stepped to the door, opening it calmly to find Kevin on the other side. He held up two bags of take-out. “Sorry, I know you guys were talking, but lunch was delivered, and I know how hungry Olivia was.”

      I turned back to give her a grin. “See? Even Kevin knows you’re hungry.”

      I didn’t wait for a response. Instead, I strolled out, heading toward my office. Somehow, both hard as a rock and feeling a little bit lighter. There was no reason I should suffer alone.
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      I tossed in the bed.

      Grabbing one of my pillows, I placed it between my knees, and then punched the other one under my head, trying to make myself more comfortable. It didn’t matter what I did though. I kept thinking about what Ben had said to me in the conference room and how close I had been to letting him do all those dirty things he’d done to me before. I could almost picture him nipping at my neck, the violent shock of electricity that had zipped through my body as I convulsed. The combined nip of his teeth and his finger sliding over my clit. “Oh, my God, this is not helping.”

      When he’d talked about putting his tongue on places—Jesus Christ. Heat flushed my body. He knew how to play dirty. I was certain he could tell that I was on the edge of giving in. Because every day he walked around the flat either shirtless or in a fucking suit. Either combination was just absolutely incredible and stunning. And it made me want to beg him and forget that I had principles. But I couldn’t. Could I?

      Considering I was dying and in desperate need of an orgasm, I almost caved. I knew he didn’t like Kevin. But I hadn’t thought he was actually jealous.

      And Kevin, while good-looking and smart enough, was sort of a very bland, watered-down kind of guy. He didn’t have the same kind of commanding presence that Ben did. And God, how commanding was that presence that I was willing to part my legs for him on that conference table where I had several meetings a week. I’d never be able to have another meeting in there. At least, not have one and concentrate without thinking about what Ben had suggested he might do to me… with his tongue.

      I tossed again. God, I almost didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of me busting out my vibrator, but I was getting desperate, and desperate times called for very desperate fucking measures.

      But no, I wasn’t going to do that. That’s what he wanted, for me to admit how badly I wanted him, but I wasn’t going to. Nope. I could be strong.

      Toss.

      I wouldn’t give in.

      Toss.

      I was going to hold the—my fingers started to creep down my belly over the edge of my satin panties, and inside. Maybe if I just—

      The sound of a whimper came from the hallway. I frowned and sat up, holding the pillow to myself. I strained my ears to listen better, and there was another whimper. I slid my feet into my wool-lined puff slippers. They weren’t sexy at all, so if Ben was in there with a woman, and that’s what I was hearing… No fucking way.

      There was more whimpering. No. Those weren’t sex sounds. It sounded like crying.

      “Ben?” I asked as I crept into the living room. No lights were on. He wasn’t there. And then I realized the sounds were coming from his bedroom.

      “Ben, are you in there?”

      At his door I paused, trying to listen for any extracurricular activities. I scowled just thinking about him with another woman, making her come the way he had made me come. Jesus. That was unhelpful.

      I’d told him we were done and that I couldn’t trust him. So why did I care?

      Shut up. You care.

      But the sounds coming out of his room weren’t sex sounds. I knew what he sounded like when he was having sex, and it didn’t sound like that. It sounded like he was upset. I knocked gently, but there was no answer. And then there was another whimper and a moan.

      What if Ben had hurt himself? Gently, I turned the doorknob and peeked in. “Ben? Are you okay? I could hear you from my room.”

      He thrashed in the bed then. “Toby, no. Toby, please wake up. Wake up.”

      Oh, Jesus. He was having a hell of a nightmare. I shuffled over to the bed. “Ben. Ben, wake up.”

      He didn’t wake though. He whimpered again. I laid my hand on his shoulder, and his skin was damp with sweat. “Ben.” The sheet slid down on his waist, exposing his very chiseled abs and shifting dangerously close to the promised land. I forced my gaze to train on his face. “Ben. Ben, wake up.”

      Ice-blue eyes blinked slowly and then came into focus and met my gaze. He sat up with a jerk, then, “Liv, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong with me. You were having a nightmare or something.”

      “Fuck.” He ran his hands through his hair and frowned as he stared at the sheets. “I need to change these.”

      “I’ll do it. You go jump in the shower.”

      He frowned at me. “You don’t have to do this. I can take care of myself.”

      “Jesus Christ, Ben. It’s late. For once, don’t be a dick. Just go take your shower.”

      I expected him to fight me, but then he nodded, pulling back the sheets, and pushing to his feet. I quickly whipped around when I realized he was absolutely naked. I pretended to not look, but I kept sneaking little sidelong peeks at his deltoid muscles, the way they’d bunched and pulled as he moved and stretched. And then, of course, there was the ass. That glorious ass. “Jesus Christ, you sleep naked?”

      “You know full well I sleep naked.”

      I did know. “I don’t recall sleeping.”

      His chuckle was low, and suddenly my skin was on fire.

      “Go, shower. I’ll take care of the sheets.”

      I tossed his old set of sheets into the hamper then put on new sheets, and ten minutes later he came out of the bathroom, one towel wrapped around his waist, and another one in his hand, towel-drying his hair. “You honestly didn’t have to.”

      “You need to get some sleep. It seemed like a hell of a nightmare.”

      His jaw clenched and the muscles ticked there. “It was about Toby.”

      I nodded, my heart squeezing. “I’m sorry.”

      I switched out the pillowcase and stepped back. “Well, get some sleep.”

      When I turned to go, he reached out and took my hand. “No, please stay.”

      “Ben, I made it perfectly clear, I’m not… You and I—can’t.”

      “I know. I just… I don’t want to be alone.”

      My heart cracked. “Okay, I’ll stay for a minute, but you’re going to have to put on some boxers.”

      He sighed and pulled the towel off, showing that he was already wearing a pair of boxer briefs.

      My gaze narrowed in on the snug pair of black boxer briefs, and my mouth went dry. Jesus Christ. He was hard. And the tip of his giant cock was nearly sticking out of the top of the waistband. I swallowed. “Uh… um… go on. Get in bed.” Inside, I pretended that if I didn’t look it would just go away.

      My inner diva laughed. That’s not how this works. You know that if you climb in that bed and stay with him, that big dick is going to be rubbing up against you. What are you going to do then?

      I had no idea what I was going to do.

      Lies.

      Well, I could start by licking it. I didn’t have the chance to do it the other night when we were together.

      Ben cleared his throat. “You keep looking at me like that, and the throbbing in my shorts is going to get a lot worse. I just need a friend.”

      I cleared my throat. “Yup, I can be friend-like.”

      He chuckled. “Friend-like. Good enough, I guess.”

      I was making a huge mistake. I knew it. But still, I slipped between the cool sheets on the bed and he slid in beside me. And then I knew the moment we both turned on our side, facing each other, hands not quite touching, that I was in trouble. I’d meant to only stay for a minute until he was more settled, but sometime in the middle of the night, when I rolled over, his arm reached out and wrapped around me, pulling my hips back into the hard length of his dick, putting it against my ass. I wanted to argue. I wanted to tell him that I was serious and that we were done. But God, it felt so good. And then his arm slid under my camisole. His big hand slid over my chest, covering the mound of my breast. I could have woken him, could have reminded him that this was not happening between us.

      Except, I’d missed him too much.
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      I woke to the feeling of a warm soft woman next to me. The scent of coconut and lime wrapped around, teasing, taunting me.

      No, this is a dream. I knew better. After all, I’d had this very same dream for weeks now. Livy pressed up close to me, my arm pulling her close, her arse nestled against my cock.

      I’d had dirtier renditions of this dream. where she wasn’t wearing anything. Then she started to wiggle in her sleep, silently urging me to prod her thighs, begging me to take her from behind in that slow, sleepy slumber-sex that was the favorite part of every morning.

      But then, usually, I would wake up, and there would be no Livy. No soft whimpered moans when I hit that spot deep inside her as I pressed on her clit. No frantic chanting of my name as my tongue laved and circled her clit and her hands dug in my hair, pulling tight, partly directing me, partly pulling me away, because the orgasms were just too much.

      No. Usually, I woke to one side of the bed cool. The scent of coconut and lime merely imagined. And me with a raging erection.

      So this was definitely a dream. I nestled closer, and this dream was more vivid than the others. Softer. Silkier. I slid my hands up, cupping her breasts, and God, she had the best tits. Soft and firm. High. Full in my hands. But not so big as to be daunting or give her back problems.

      She started that wiggling invitation, the one I liked so much. The one that begged me to slide home, except, in this dream, Livy was wearing knickers. Hell of a dream. Usually, in my dream, Livy had no knickers because she knew full well I didn’t sleep with boxers. It didn’t matter. This version of dream Livy was still amazing. She whimpered, and I mumbled a soothing hush at the shell of her ear even as one hand rolled the tip of her nipple between my thumb and forefinger, and my other hand slid over her flat belly, marveling at the softness as I dipped even lower under the elastic of her panties.

      Dream Livy gasped. I went still and frowned at that. Was my brain conjuring up even more realistic versions of her? Livy now would be miffed at me, would probably tell me off even as she parted her thighs, begging for the thing that only I could give her. All the while, still angry with me.

      I slid my fingers deeper, applying pressure to her thighs, waiting for her to comply. And she did. I nodded and whispered my satisfaction with that. “That’s a good girl. I just want to make you feel good.”

      She whispered my name in a long sigh and wound her hips back, essentially massaging my cock. With a groan I muttered, “This is my favorite dream.”

      My name on her tongue was a benediction again. “Ben, please... Please, give me what I want.”

      “I was getting there, but this dream always ends too quickly. So I want to take my time.”

      “Just give me what I want, please.”

      “Always.” This was the part where I normally woke up. Except, I wasn’t waking up this time. “I’ll give you what you want, I promise. I always keep my promises. But first, I’m going to remind your pussy who she belongs to, if that’s okay with you.”

      She gave me a long keening moan. “Yes, please, God. Just... more.”

      “That’s more like it. Just surrender. It’ll feel good for both of us when you do.”

      I expected her to fight, just like she did when I was awake. But instead, she parted her legs. She threw one over mine, widening herself for me, giving me full access. “God, you are so fucking sexy.”

      She scooted back against me even more, trying to encourage me. “Ben...”

      I frowned. Her voice, it sounded so strong. Why did it sound so strong?

      You know why.

      My subconscious was trying to tell me something. Something important that I needed to listen to. But I knew if I grasped forward, yanked on that thread, I would wake up, and I didn’t want to wake up yet. The dream was too good. Too important. Too close to reality.

      “I wonder, as many times as I’ve had this dream, I haven’t made it to the dirtiest things I’ve been thinking about. Why is that?”

      As I eased my middle finger to gently circle her clit, she shivered. “Like… like what?”

      “I should have sucked Dream Livy’s tits by now, I think. I’ve been wanting to. They’re so high and so full. I’m obsessed with the idea of it.”

      “Jesus, Ben.”

      “I want to fasten my hands in Dream Livy’s hair as she swallows my cock, controlling her motions, and God help me, I have been dreaming about fucking Dream Livy’s ass.”

      A shudder ran through her. “Jesus.”

      “It’s a dream. So we should have done all that by now, but we haven’t. Next time we do this, if I can keep myself from waking up, we’re doing all of those things. Dream Livy for the win.”

      She chuckled low. And I frowned again. It sounded like her. Her laugh. The sound I couldn’t generally replicate well in my dreams. Again, I tried to pull on that thread. But the grinding against my cock stopped me. “Geez, fucking hell. Liv.” I dipped my fingers lower into her sweetness and she moaned low.

      “There we go. There’s my girl. Should I add one more?”

      She nodded emphatically. “Yes, please. Oh God.”

      I added two fingers in slowly, using my thumb to circle her clit as I stroked her. Moving in time, her hips backed up against me, and she massaged my cock in the same rhythm. Fucking hell. I tightened my grip on her nipple, and she shouted out. “Jesus.”

      “Sorry. I just—” I could feel the tingling in my spine, and I paused. What the fuck? There was no way in hell that I was this close to coming already. That telltale sign started to pull me out of my unconsciousness. But I fought the pull for all I was worth. I didn’t want to let go of her yet.

      But it was too strong. Too much. And I blinked awake. Goddamn it. It never lasted as long as I needed it to.

      There was the sound of a soft whimper next to me in bed and I frowned, because despite waking, Dream Livy was still in bed with me, and my fingers were coated in her sweet slickness. Her voice was a whisper as she called out, “Ben, please don’t stop.”

      Fuck.

      Livy was in bed with me. And at present time, my fingers were in her pussy.

      I slid my free hand up her body and palmed her breast, my thumb circled the tip of her breast, and it hardened. Gently, I plucked at it. Her arse gyrated in time to my plucking motions. I pinched harder and heard her breath catch. Christ she was soft.

      As she moved against me, my fingers slid over her delicate lips and stroked to find her button. Dipping my finger into her liquid center, I dragged it through her slick folds until I found my quarry. With firm strokes, I circled the sensitive bud.

      Her moan was low and guttural. I knew what she liked.

      My balls ached, but this wasn’t about me. Livy was in my bed because she needed me. And she knew what I could give her. Peace.

      Her thighs parted wider as she bucked. “Ben, please, God, don’t stop.”

      “Fuck, Liv,” I growled against the shell of her ear. “You want to come, kitten?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      When she broke apart, I tucked my face into her neck. When she broke, her back arched and her whimper made me ache. “God you are so fucking sexy when you come.”
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      Since his nightmare two nights ago, things with Ben were better. We’d managed to figure out some kind of truce situation, so yay. Orgasms could do that for any relationship.

      But there would be no more orgasms. Not because I was being ridiculously stubborn but because I needed a clear head to think things with him through. I couldn’t think if I was in a lust fog.

      But what a lust fog it is.

      It was impossible to escape the memory of him touching me. It followed me around like frat-boy stench on my best shoes.

      One thing was true though. Once my anger had dissipated and I couldn’t hold it tight like a shield maiden’s breast plate, other feelings started to creep in. Feelings that had to do with his ability to give me seemingly endless dickgasms.

      My awareness of him was almost worse than before I knew just what he could do with his dick. I was aware of him all the time. I knew exactly where he was, what he was doing, how he moved. During every single meeting we sat in, I knew when he was looking at me. I knew when he wasn’t.

      I could feel him.

      It was definitely more torturous this way. I’d always been aware of Ben. Always. But this was different. Because now my body was trained in seeking him out. I didn’t think I was going to make it.

      I had to get my shit together. Jessa would be in today, so there was no staring at my boss in front of her. Nope. I had to mind my Ps and Qs. I didn’t want Jessa thinking I hadn’t done a goddamn thing except moon over Ben.

      Jessa was coming to the office straight from Heathrow, so I ‘d arranged for a full spread in the conference room. I had emailed all the files she needed to look at to read on the flight, but I also had printed copies in case she wanted to highlight and tab something. I knew some people were more tactile.

      In addition, I had the rest of the meetings lined up that we needed to have this week with Peterman to get that ball rolling. I was ready. Even if completely distracted by Ben, I wouldn’t let him make me take my eyes off the prize.

      Armed with all my badassery I marched toward the conference room, but before pushing open the heavy oak door, I paused. Hesitated. My feet were completely frozen as memories of Ben flooded me. Him telling me he could make me want this again. Jesus, who said that?

      Ben. Ben says that.

      A familiar voice spoke behind me, all whiskey and smoke pouring over me. “I’ve always thought this door was particularly interesting.”

      Heat flushed my skin. I tried to cover up the reason for my nervousness. “Sorry. I just can’t… I don’t know. I’m nervous.”

      “Don’t be nervous. You have spoken to all of these people dozens of times.” He leaned closer. “Also, I know you’re not nervous because of the meeting.”

      I angled my head to glower at him. “Now look here—”

      He cut me off saying something unexpected. “You’re worried Jessa won’t like you.”

      Oh. He had no idea I was thinking about him with me in the conference room. “I, uh, I know. Just… I just want Jessa to like me.”

      “You guys have been talking on the phone. She knows your work. She already likes you.”

      “I know. I just don’t want to be disappointing in any way when she meets me.”

      He planted a hand on my shoulder. I went stiff as a jolt of electricity hit me. He withdrew his hand immediately. “Sorry. I—” He stopped talking. “I, uh, shit, this is hard.” He tried again. “You’re going to be great.”

      When I finally found my courage and opened the door, I found Jessa staring out the window. She turned with a smile, and I knew right away that I was going to like her a lot.

      “Oh my gosh, Olivia, nice to finally meet you.”

      I grinned. “Welcome home, or sort of home, I guess.”

      She laughed. “Long story, but I grew up between Canada and the UK. And Roone is English, so technically, it is home.”

      I marched over with my hand outstretched, and she took it and then also pulled me in for a warm hug. “It’s nice to meet you at last, and I’m excited to finally work with you in person.”

      “Right. Me too. Ah, I know I sent you the files already, but I figured if you want paper copies they’re here, and we’ll just wait for the rest of the team members, and we can have some breakfast while we wait.”

      As it turned out, there was no reason to worry about Jessa. She was warm. Friendly. Everything I could want in a boss. She was also sharp as a tack. Smart. And she gave Ben endless shit. Which, honestly, endeared her to me even more. At the end of the meeting, she gave me a warm smile. “Honestly, Olivia, you’re doing a fantastic job. I don’t think anyone else could have gotten this project in line, but you’ve done it.”

      “Well, it wasn’t always easy.”

      Ben just lifted his brow and rolled his eyes as he took a sip from his World’s Biggest Dick mug.

      Jessa just snorted. “I don’t think you’re taking that with the irony that you should be.”

      He glanced down at his mug. “It means I have a big dick, right?”

      Jessa and I exchanged glances, then howled with laughter.

      “Oh my God, Ben, thanks for the laugh. But before we adjourn, I wanted to invite you over to the house in Mayfair tomorrow night. I think there is a Team Winston Isles-London thing that needs to happen.”

      I frowned. “What’s Team Winston Isles?“

      She shrugged. “It’s a whole group of us. Those of us who have been shot at once or twice. We want to see if we can help with your situation.”

      Oh, hell. My eyes stung, and I blinked the sensation away rapidly. “You don’t even know me.”

      “Hey, you’re one of mine, which means I get to protect you too.”

      I didn’t know what to do with the warmth spreading from my chest. “You people are all crazy. I don’t need protecting.”

      “Well, however I can protect you, I will. So, no arguing with your boss.”

      I laughed. “Oh, my God, now you sound like Ben.”

      Ben’s laugh was a low rumble. “Trust me, my life would be a lot easier if she would just listen to me and do as I told her.”

      Jessa wasn’t having any of it though. It was nice to see someone besides myself put Ben in his place. But he seemed to have a lot of respect for her.

      “I’m excited that you’re on this team. Or both teams, and whatever the hell that means.”

      When she stood, I mimicked her actions. “I think this was productive. I’ll get the rest of these files over to Peterman and—” Ben brushed against me, and I stopped mid-thought, unable to find my words.

      He paused. There was a brush of his fingers across mine when I handed him the files, a touch of his leg pressed to mine. They were constant reminders that physically we were more than compatible. We combusted.

      At that point, I didn’t even care that I was weak. I didn’t care that Jessa was seeing me so affected by him. I just wanted his touch.

      Junkie.

      I was full-on strung out.

      But for the last couple of days, things had been different between us. Maybe I was beginning to understand the decisions he’d made better. He was trying to keep me safe. And he was right. There was a naïve part of me that thought I could just go back to my life the way it was. That when this was all over, I could pretend that none of it had happened and go back to being me. But the thing was, even if I didn’t want to, I was growing. I was changing.

      Just being able to focus and having what I needed made me excited again about the book. And that was all due to Ben. The real question was, what did I want from him long-term? Sure, there was a scorching heat between us, but I didn’t know if I was ready to let myself care about someone and lose myself again. Because he would leave. And it would hurt. But I was at a point that I almost didn’t care about the pain that might come.
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      I had to give him credit. He had more raw power than I thought. He also had more sex appeal than I had bargained on. Somehow, I’d thought I could get away with living with him, working with him, and just ignoring the magnetic pull of him. Somehow pretending that his Viking swagger didn’t exist. I thought I could go about my days with little concern about giving in, but ever since that night, when I had seen the anguish in his eyes, heard the vulnerability in his voice, held his hand until he fell asleep again, I was seeing the old Ben.

      The one who’d found out I was trying to finish my mother’s book and then given me research as a present. The one who, after reading several pages, told me that I was a fantastic writer and then immediately arranged an introduction to an editor. The one who wanted all the best things for me just because.

      But he kept you in the dark about why you’re in danger.

      I’d kept things from him as well. My actions hadn’t put him in danger exactly, but I should have told him. And holding on to this anger was doing no one any good.

      It felt like a safety net, but really, it was more like a cage, keeping me locked in. And the cage was keeping me in position for an evil who came calling.

      I knocked on Ben’s door with files for him to sign.

      “Come in,” his voice was terse when he spoke.

      When I peeked in, I saw he was on the phone. He waved me over, and I held up the files. He indicated I should come around the desk.

      “Yes, while I mentioned the property, that’s far too much. Kennedy, I’d like you to bring Jax in on this. You’re in a relationship. See if you can get the price lower. It’s not worth what he’s asking.”

      My former boss must have said something else, and Ben nodded as he opened one of the folders. “Yes, that’s it exactly. If you can’t charm him, then I’ll step in. But this is a bullshit negotiation tactic. You should be able to handle it.”

      When he hung up the phone, his gaze flickered to mine. “Kennedy asked about you.”

      “Oh, I’ll make it a point to go down and see her today.”

      His gaze tracked me as I moved around for him to sign. “Actually, if I’m being honest, she asked if you had me by the balls yet.”

      I grinned at that. “I’m sure you told her you’d never surrender them.”

      His voice dropped an octave. “On the contrary, I told her that you basically owned me.”

      I swallowed hard and watched as his strong fingers grasped the pen and signed with his usual flourish, Bennett James Covington. God, even that name was sex. It dripped money and refinement. But there was something just a little bit dirty about the way he held the pen. Like any moment he was going to shove it in his mouth and lick it.

      Or lick you.

      God, I had to get my mind off sex. No way was I going to admit to him that he was right, that he did make me want it. Every damn day. When we got home and he would whip off his tie, unbutton his shirt, and yank off his jacket before offering to make me a drink. There were a number of times I considered asking him to just give me an orgasm. But that wasn’t appropriate. Besides, I was mad at him then.

      And now?

      His fingers snapped in front of my eyes. “Earth to Livy.”

      I blinked. “Sorry, daydreaming. One last paper for you to sign.”

      He quickly scanned the paperwork and signed it. “There you are.” He handed the files back, his fingertips brushing mine, and I sucked in a short breath.

      These days, he was careful not to touch me, not to rub up against me, but he would stand just close enough so I might think he could… so I might want him to, or even worse, I might beg him to.

      His gaze flickered up at me, and I couldn’t help it. Once I met that icy-blue stare, I was riveted. Frozen. Unable to move away, even knowing it was probably better for me.

      Still, there I was, hip perched on his desk, files in my hand and unable to drag my eyes away from him. His voice was barely a growl.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, if you don’t want this to happen, you have to stop fucking looking at me like I’m an ice lolly on a hot summer day. Because I guarantee I have just the lolly for you.”

      “I-I’m not doing it on purpose.” Okay I was doing it a little on purpose.

      “What the fuck do you call this? I can smell your goddamn perfume. Your shampoo.” His eyes rolled up. “God, every time you graze your fucking lips with your teeth, you have to know the effect you’re having on me. You think I don’t know you’re wearing garters under there? You’re killing me. So if you don’t want this, you should probably go.”

      He was right. I should go. I should hop down off his desk, grab the files, and take them back to Kevin for processing for Peterman.

      Except, I didn’t move.

      His eyes were blazing ice when they met my gaze. “Olivia. Tell me what you want.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what you want, Bennett?”

      His tongue peeked out and licked his bottom lip. “What I want to do right now is lift up your skirt and put my lips on that sweet little pussy. And I don’t plan on coming up, until you start shouting my name, so you need to go.”

      As if my panties weren’t already soaked when I walked in there. I didn’t know how he did that. He managed to make me forget everything about what I wanted, or thought, or dreamed. All with a look.

      I set the files on his desk and lifted my chin. “I want what you want. I’m tired of fighting you.”

      His gaze narrowed and skimmed over my body, pausing at my legs and snapping back to my eyes. “What is it you want? Be specific, Liv.”

      Specificity. Oh boy. I licked my lips again. I could do this. “I want your lips on me. I’ve missed your hands. I've missed the way that you groan when your dick slides inside me, like that’s the only place you ever want to be. I miss how when you’re kissing me, you always shove your hands in my hair. Even though you know you probably shouldn’t, you do it anyway because you would rather die than not kiss me. I miss you.”

      “Thank fuck. Because if I had to go one more minute without you, I really think my dick was going to snap off.”

      He scooted his chair over and settled me more firmly on his desk and gazed up at me. “Open wide. I’m going to make this last.”
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      I swallowed hard.

      I might talk a good damn game, but I was a thirsty man fresh out of the desert, and I was almost asking with need.

      Her skirt proved to be a challenge, so I had to tug her to her feet. “Lose the skirt.”

      Her eyes on mine, she bit her lip. “Door’s not locked.”

      Christ. She had a point. I reached over to the remote and hit the lock button, the distant clicking sound only serving to make my muscles coil tighter. “On second thought, lose all the clothes.” Less chance of me tearing them off like a bloody animal that way.

      You sure about that?

      Her fingers played at her zipper as the smile danced in her eyes. “You’re very bossy.”

      “You like me bossy. And it’s either I tell you to hurry the fuck up so I can make you scream my name, or I rip your clothes off with the same end result. Only one of those scenarios allows you to walk out of here after a couple of hours like nothing happened. Your choice.”

      She tugged down her zipper smoothly then gently tugged on the soft fabric before batting her lashes at me. “I think I need help. This is all so complicated.”

      A smirk pulled at my lips. “Naughty thing. I guess we’re going with the ripped garments option. I’m good with that.”

      With a swift tug, I had her skirt pooling at her ankles. I left the panties, garters and shoes on though. She saw my impatience with the skirt and opted to help me with the buttons of her blouse. I hadn’t been kidding. I would have ripped it off to get access to her.

      When she was clad in her matching bra, knickers and garter set, I lifted her easily and placed her on the edge of my desk. “Now open.”

      “Is this good for you?” She raised a brow but parted her thighs for me. Just not as wide as I wanted them.

      I sunk into my chair and rolled up to her. “Now princess, teasing a thirsty man is very naughty and there will be consequences.” Planting my hands on the delicate skin on the inside of her knees, I parted her thighs wide. Wide enough to accommodate my shoulders.

      She gasped as she peered down at me. “Bennett…” Her voice was a whisper and a surprise.

      I watched in awe as heat suffused my body, making my skin tingle. “You are... complete perfection.”

      Livy braced her palms on my desk as she watched me with rapt attention. I changed my mind. No fucking way did I have the patience to tease now. With rough jerky movements, I pulled on the little bows at the side of her knickers and yanked off the fabric, the sound of the tear surprising me.

      When she gasped, I shrugged. “I warned you I was going to rip something.”

      Because I couldn’t hold myself back any longer, I pushed to my feet and kissed her deeply. She locked her legs around me and held onto my shoulders. I hissed when her fingernails dug into my flesh, and my cock throbbed against her heat. Electricity tingled up my spine. Without even trying, she could bring me to the brink.

      I wanted to stop time and hold on to this moment. She was mine, despite everything. We were meant to be together and I would do everything in my power to keep her.

      As my tongue slid over hers, my hands cupped her ass, and I edged her into position. She rocked her hips against my steel-like erection, and I knew I was going to need to change. She was fucking soaking me, and before I was done, I fully expected to have her scent all over me.

      She kept rocking her heated core against my cock, and I couldn’t get enough. All thought ceased as I kissed my way to her jaw, then to her collarbone, then down her torso to her belly button. Easing myself back into my chair, I gently blew a heated caress along the top of her sex.

      And then my tongue found her slick folds, and I lost any and all control. I devoured her.

      Oh. Holy. Hell.

      Heaven, she tasted like goddamn heaven. Sweet, like melted sugar on my tongue. I’d missed her taste. There was no way to prepare for how much tasting her was going to affect me. Whatever tenuous hold I had on my control was lost with my tongue inside her.

      I could no longer block out the emotion and the intimacy. I could hold nothing back from her now, so instead, I felt it all.

      Livy grabbed two handfuls of my hair and held on. My unrelenting fingers and tongue parted her folds, licking and stroking. My thumb traced circles over her clit and she cried out. Heated desire slammed though her, and blazing fire skipped over every nerve ending. Then I did the unexpected. Running my tongue down her slit to her dewy core, I used my tongue to fuck her.

      “Jesus. Oh my God.”

      “So…good,” I growled.

      This wasn’t enough. This would never be enough.

      She answered me with a breathy, “Y-yes, more. Please, more.” But the words were strangled in her throat.

      I went back to lazy strokes of her clit. Impatiently, she wiggled against me, and I muttered a curse. She wanted more. And I wanted to give it to her.

      I slid a finger inside, then nipped at her clit with my teeth. With her slick juices, I teased her ass with my middle finger. I sucked her clit hard as my middle finger eased past the tight ring of muscle.

      Her orgasm hit her hard, making her clamp her legs around my head as she thrashed.

      But I held her thighs wide as I dragged her back to the edge of ecstasy. For the time being, she was mine, and I wasn’t going to waste that time.

      I worked my fingers inside her, pretending they were my dick. Content to stay right there between her soft thighs, licking at her sweetness. I knew I was lucky she’d let her walls down around me. I wasn’t a fool. I could have lost her. Because of the secrets. Because of the omissions.

      I wasn’t taking any more chances. For her, I would break any oath.

      Her hands slid into my hair, nails scoring my scalp and sending a shiver of lust through my body. I squeezed my eyes shut. I could hold off.

      But Livy had other plans. Instead of holding me in position, she was trying to tug me up. The hint of pain only made me more desperate.

      “Bennett, please. Kiss me.”

      Hell. “I am kissing you.” I wanted to stay here. Here was safe... for the both of us.

      “You know what I mean.” She tugged harder.

      Shit. She was surprisingly strong given her size. I complied with the command of her hands. I could kiss her. But this was for her. She wasn’t going to tempt me into shagging her on my desk. As much as I would love that, when I was inside her again, I was going to take my damn fucking time. Go for that long slow round we’d been meaning to get to.

      I kissed my way up her body, pausing to kiss along her skin. I didn’t know if I’d ever get the chance to touch her again, so I wanted to savor the moment. By the time I kissed her belly button, her ribs, and the most perfect breasts I’d ever seen, I was beyond throbbing. A tingling had started in my spine.

      I reached her lips, certain I could get myself back under control. But she still pulled and tugged at my fingers. And my dick didn’t seem to get the memo that he wasn’t playing this round.

      As always, kissing her was explosive. Our lips together were a combustible charge, and I couldn’t stop the storm of desire. And then she locked her legs around me and started to rock her hips again.

      Holy. Fuck.

      Her heels dug into the top of my ass. Finally, frustrated, she tore her lips from mine and reached between us, dislodging my hand. “Hey, I was busy.”

      “Well, I want to be busy too.” My belt and zipper were no challenge for her deft fingers, and she shoved my trousers and boxers down.

      My dick sprang in front of her, begging for attention. “You see what you did to me?”

      She gave me an emphatic nod. “Good thing I have just the remedy.”

      With a slim, delicate hand wrapped around the base of my dick, she positioned me at her slick folds, teasing me enough to make me shake. “Livy,” I groaned. My next word was a growling benediction. “Fuuuuck.”

      “Ben, I need you.” She swallowed hard and licked her lips.

      “Livy. We need a condom. And I don’t have any in here. We took a risk last time.”

      She-devil that she was, she stroked me, all the while biting her bottom lip. “I’m on the pill.”

      Yes! There was a God. No, you know the right way to do this. Fuck my fucking conscience. That fucker was dead to me. “Liv, it’s still a risk. I want to do this right. When I fuck you bare, I won’t ever want to wait for condoms again. I’m just waiting on my tests to come back.”

      She pouted. “So you’re telling me,” she pressed my cock against her clit and her eyes rolled in the back of her head, “that we’re not making love right now?”

      No. What? Yes. Yes that was exactly what I was saying—except, she kept stroking me along her slick folds and my brain cells had promptly taken a vacation. “Olivia.”

      Her grin was pure evil. “You’re right, I do like bossy Bennett. I’m sorry, should I stop?” The head of my cock, dipped inside her.

      “Fuck me.”

      “Gladly.”

      Even as the laugh tore out of my chest, I squeezed my eyes shut. Fuck she was wet. And slick. And warm. So damn hot.

      The tingles started in the base of my spine, and I bit off a curse. “Damn it, I was supposed to be in charge today.”

      The evil woman lifted a brow and gave me a saucy smile as her pussy clenched around my head. “Are you?” She had my number, and we both knew it. She wanted another orgasm, and she’d worked out that I was weak enough to give her whatever she wanted, however she wanted.

      I gritted my teeth, then stilled her hand. It took some mental wrangling, but I managed to give the command to my hand to remove her from my dick. Unfortunately, that obviously took the bulk of my brain power.

      Because when I was in the driver’s seat with my cock, I stroked it through her folds again.

      Not smart.

      I’ve already fucked her bare once.

      You were waiting on your blood test results.

      I was tested just a little over six months ago. And the only person I’d slept with was someone I’d known for years, and we just occasionally shagged with no strings if we were both in town.

      You promised to take care of her.

      Yes. Yes, I had. But one could argue that giving her another orgasm was, in fact, taking care of her.

      The desire flooded my veins, and I couldn’t think straight. It felt too good. I’d do anything to hold onto that feeling.

      She seduced me with those tiny moans she made like she couldn’t get enough of me. My hips notched right against hers, my dick in perfect alignment with her sweet heat. I dipped the head into Nirvana again, and we both moaned low. My whole body was tingling.

      Stroking my dick against her, I leaned forward, fusing our lips together. I palmed her breast as our kisses grew more frantic and became a tangle of tongues and a clashing of teeth. I dipped inside again while pressing a thumb over her clit. For the hat trick, I pinched her nipple.

      Livy’s eyes went wide as she wrenched her lips from mine, threw her head back, and started to convulse.

      I watched in awe as her eyes squeezed shut, her hands clutched in my hair, and her lips parted in bliss. I could watch that expression all day every day for the rest of my life.

      I was coated in her slickness. And as I stroked my cock, I slid my tongue into her mouth, kissing her deep, muffling her cries. The added connection tripped me into the point of no return.

      When she met my tongue with hers, that tingling exploded from the base of my spine shooting down to my bloody feet, through my chest, through my whole body.

      I forced myself to pull away from her, and as I stroked, thick ropes of my release coated her slick lips.

      My legs started to convulse as I kept coming. Fuck, I was going to die. Like this. On top of Livy.

      There were worse ways to go.

      My impending doom was only solidified when she reached between us and gently took hold of my still-hard dick, sliding it back inside her.

      Oh. Fuck. Me.

      My traitorous dick swelled as her heat surrounded me. Well, if we were going to hell, I might as well make it count. I laid her back onto my desk, fusing our lips together as I pumped my hips.

      Her nails scored my back as she started to contract around me once more. To help her along, I dipped my head, pulling the perfect bud of her nipple into my mouth and reaching between us to stroke my thumb over her clit.

      Her legs locked behind me, her back arched off my desk, and her pussy clamped around me like she was never letting me free.

      But it was her soft murmur of my name against her lips as she started to come down that set me off into the stratosphere. The edges of my vision started to gray as bliss rocketed through my body, and I knew this was the woman who’d been made for me.

      She was part of me, and I was part of her, and there was no way I was ever letting her go.
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      I didn’t know what I’d expected from a princess’s home, but what I saw wasn’t it. Jessa and Roone’s loft was located in Mayfair. It was open and airy and oh so modern, but she had normal magazines on the counter. Hello and People were just sitting there like there wasn’t a pretentious bone in her body.

      Royalty, they’re just like us.

      The art on her walls was refined. Expensive. But she also had a Marks and Spencer rewards card on her key chain. And the party plates she put out were Ikea. I only knew because I had the same ones. I’d spent a lot of time worrying about trying to impress her, and she was completely down to earth.

      Ben sat close. Every now and again he reached out and touched me, made sure I was okay, or offered to get me a drink.

      Ever since yesterday, he’d refused to leave my side. And at every opportunity he had, he was touching me like he feared I’d change my mind about us again.

      Not that I minded, because if I was being honest, I was still having aftershocks from what happened in the office that afternoon. That was singlehandedly the hottest, most reckless thing I had ever done in my entire life.

      And God knew, I wasn’t reckless. My reckless adventures had started exactly a month and a half ago when I met him. Before that, I never would have let my boss go down on me in his office and then cap everything off with an excellent fuck on his desk.

      I could still hear him whispering in my ear. “That’s it, love. Open wide for me. Show me how pretty you are.” I flushed, shifting and crossing my legs.

      “All right?” He leaned down and asked.

      Asshole. He knew what he was doing to me. “Yep.” I tried for a demure nod, but the wolfish grin he gave me told me knew just what I was thinking about.

      Lucas and East were setting up. Bridge was talking to Drew. Jessa was sitting on her husband’s lap, whispering something with him, looking like a couple in love. God, the way he looked at her. Their love was palpable. He looked like he wanted to eat her alive and we were keeping him from that. His look very much said, ‘You’re wearing too many clothes right now.’ More than once I caught her shoving his hands away from sliding under her skirt.

      Finally, Lucas stood, and with a smile and he said, “Five more minutes and we’ll be ready to go.”

      Jessa frowned and shoved her husband’s hand off her. “Seriously, we’re not waiting for Bryna? She’s here in London and she’s part of Team Winston Isles, and you’re not including her?”

      Lucas shook his head. “Nope.”

      “The whole family has been through a lot. As a rule, we only make it through because we handle things together. And now, Lucas, my big brother, whom I love, is being a dick and leaving out his fiancée.”

      Lucas raised a brow. “I’m not being a dick. But already, the idea of moving is an adjustment for Bryna. She doesn’t need all of this. Besides, this will be an in-and-out job. And she doesn’t need to know that I came back to do this.”

      I frowned at that. The whole interaction made me a little uneasy. He had someone he wasn’t telling, and I thought maybe none of us should be keeping secrets at that point. I wasn’t exactly sure I had the right to speak up, but I muttered, “If her not knowing is a distraction for you, isn’t that a problem?”

      He turned slowly to assess me and lifted a brow before his gaze shifted to Ben. “I see you found one smarter than you are. Well done.”

      “I have excellent taste. Maybe you should listen to Jessa. Bryna should be here.”

      He shook his head. “Not happening.” He said it in a way that indicated the conversation was over. When everything was set, he called the impromptu meeting to order. “Okay beggars and thieves, first an assessment of the skills that we have in the room. Jessa and Roone, both of you are excellent with handguns and hand-to-hand combat, except, obviously, I’m not looking to put my sister at risk.” He rubbed at the stubble on his jaw.

      She flipped him the finger. “You know I’m still better with a gun than you are.”

      He rolled his eyes at that. “I don’t need a gun. I’ll make it out of most situations before anyone sees me.”

      It was Jessa’s turn to roll her eyes and groan. “I’m not going to be stuck on comms. Give it to one of the pretty boys.” She waived vaguely in Bridge’s direction. “You look pretty. You don’t want to get your face messed up, do you? You be on comms.”

      Bridge blinked at her. “Jessa, we’ve worked together far too long for you to say that I’m just a pretty face. I have skills you know.”

      “Bridge, I know, fast hands,” Lucas said.

      Bridge winked and added a little bit more East End to his accent. “I’ve not always been a paragon of virtue. So yes, fast hands is a good way of putting it.”

      Ben laughed. “Bridge, mate, no. We want to stay as far away from this as possible. You need to be hands-off. What, you’re going to run in and be fighting? We need plausible deniability.”

      “Mate, you’re benching me?” Bridge scowled at that.

      We were quickly devolving, but Lucas got it back on track. “Look, I just want to ascertain skills. But let’s be clear, I’m keeping this as simple as possible. No muss no fuss. We don’t want to complicate anything.”

      As it turned out, East, Bridge, and Ben all had hand-to-hand, tactical fight training. Ben had some anti-kidnap skills too. Jessa had some training like that, but she was good with guns as well. After all, she was a princess. Roone had all the training, the guns, all of it. And he was also an experienced strategist and former military.

      I licked my lips nervously, needing to offer up something. “Um, I don’t have any skillsets. Not any useful ones anyway.”

      Ben squeezed my hand and nudged me. “Not true. She’s an excellent researcher. She doesn’t panic under pressure, and she has some self-defense skills.”

      My brows lifted then. Hadn’t he just yelled at me a few weeks ago about taking stupid risks? Or was it because I’d wanted to go back to my old flat and it had more to do with the fact that I might see Dexter.

      “I’m happy to research anything we need, but I’m not sure how it will help. I can also pick most locks in under two minutes.”

      Every gaze in the room swung to mine.

      “What?” I shrugged. “Try being a teenager with a parent in the diplomatic corps. I often had to sneak back into my quarters. Just don’t ask me where I picked up that skill.”

      Roone perked up at this. “This I can work with. We can work a little on tightening up your self-defense techniques.”

      “Okay thanks. Sounds good.”

      Ben was still staring at me, mouth working but no sound coming out. Lucas blinked several times, but he was more than happy to put me to good use. “It’ll all come in handy. But you will actually play a vital role in this plan.”

      I lifted a brow. “How?”

      “All you have to do is get us an invite to the annual Art for Charity Auction.”

      Was that it? “I’ll do what I can. It’s a bit late in the season, but I have some contacts of Mom’s I can maybe squeeze a ticket out of.”

      Lucas’s smile was cheeky smugness. “Good. We’ll need two. One for Jessa and one for me.”

      It was the first time I’d seen Ben hesitate since the beginning of all this. “Lucas, mate, are you sure this is a good idea? Are you sure you want to go back to this?”

      The prince didn’t hesitate. “One-time engagement. Besides, it feels good to be alive again. And this is a simple job. Jessa makes nice with April Van Linsted, I make the simple swap out. We’re out of the benefit before she even knows she’s got a fake on. Only thing we need is a good forger.”

      Ben shifted next to me. His discomfort rolling off him in waves. “It seems too simple.”

      I wanted to reassure him. But I saw it on his face. Everything was riding on our ability to steal this jewel. Everything. And right now, he wasn’t entirely sure that we could pull it off.

      Lucas nodded. “April Van Linsted, like her husband, likes to show off, show out. And what better reason to do that, than to have royalty visit.”

      From the corner, Jessa nodded. “Lucas is right for once. She’ll feel compelled to invite us to the estate and that will be our way in. And she’ll certainly want to show off the Van Linsted power and fortune. She’ll want to impress me.”

      “She’ll wear the bracelet. Easy peasy. No one else needs to be involved. And all of you come out clean.”

      Roone growled from the corner. “Except Jessa. No way Jessa’s clean. And,” he kissed his wife’s neck, “I love you, sweetheart, but I don’t think your hands are that good.”

      Jessa leaned away from the kiss. “My hands are, in fact, that good. Thank you. But I’m merely there as the distraction.”

      Lucas nodded. “I have an idea for the forger. She’ll make a replica so good that even with a loupe it will be hard to tell the difference. Hell, you lot are rich enough to make her a diamond that looks good enough to pass muster.”

      Behind me, I could almost feel the wheels in Ben’s brain turning. As if he was trying to estimate the danger of it all. “I don’t like it. Jessa is exposed at that point.”

      Roone nodded. “Amen. Finally, one of you is thinking clearly.”

      East chimed in. “But it’s low risk. What, they’re going to go after a princess? They wouldn’t dare. Given who she is, and who her brothers are, there’s no way the Van Linsteds will go after her.”

      “You really want to risk it?” Roone’s scowl only deepened. “My wife is the one who’d be in there.”

      Lucas sighed. “Mate, she’s my sister. Clearly, I don’t want anything happening to her.”

      East rubbed the back of his neck. “Am I going to have to be the one who says it?”

      Roone frowned and turned to face him. Bridge crossed his arms. Drew, apparently, had no idea what was going on either. “What do you mean?” he asked.

      East’s gaze flickered to meet each of ours. “Jessa is mixed race. The Van Linsteds are closet racists. So we’re going to run into the problem of whether or not she will see Jessa as enough of a societal boon to even wear the stone. She only trots it out of the vault for important events. Not to mention, Lucas’s past might already be known to her.”

      The prince shook his head. “Not in these circles. No one knows I was a thief. All anyone knows is that I’m the bastard son of a king.”

      Jessa lifted her chin. “Legitimized.”

      Lucas sighed. “Fine. Legitimized. But that’s how these people will think of me. As a prince. No one knows I’m a thief.”

      East shrugged. “Fair enough that no one knows. But whether they know or not, they will immediately suspect Jessa and come for her with everything they have. Her reputation, everything she’s built. It’s too risky. If we’re smart, we’ll keep her far away from April Van Linsted.”

      Even I could see Lucas’s frustration as he ran his hands through his hair. “Have some faith. Or you can always make a replica with identical weight. Who wants to drop a hundred million?”

      Bridge winced. “I’m not giving them a hundred million dollars. Besides, a hundred million dollars only keeps them where they are. The point is for them to feel the pain once the jewel is gone. They feel the pain of losing everything that they’ve worked for. Their power. I’m not going to give it back to them on a silver platter.”

      Lucas rubbed at his jaw. “I know it’s not ideal, but this is the cleanest way. No one else has to get hurt. No one else is in danger. There are no extra moving pieces. If Jessa doesn’t want to be involved, I can still make the lift. I just need a good distraction. But it will be easier with Jessa. April’s bodyguards won’t read me as a threat.”

      Roone opened his mouth to argue, but Jessa stopped him. “I ran through this with Lucas. I agree. This is the way. It’s easy. It’s simple. And there’s no danger to anyone else. So what if she suspects that I’ve done something? What’s the big deal? She’ll have a bitch of a time proving it.”

      Roone sat forward. “I don’t like it.”

      Ben echoed his thoughts. “I don’t like it either.”

      East, Bridge, Drew and Lucas were on the side of, ‘Hell yes, let’s go for it.’

      Everyone looked at me. “I mean, if it’s clean and easy, and no one gets hurt… I just… I don’t want anyone else to have to deal with the Van Linsteds. They’re cruel.”

      Jessa gave me a smile. “Look, this is easy. I smile and let her slight me all she wants while Lucas makes the switch. They’ll never know.”

      East looked at Lucas. “How are we going to get it out?”

      “No one ever searches private security. We have a royal guard each, but if we want to be showy with the Van Linsteds, we’ll want more.”

      Ben didn’t love the plan, but he offered his assistance. “I’ll get you men from my team. I don’t love it, but it’s clean. If Jessa is willing to do it, then okay.”

      Lucas gave him a brisk nod. “It’s the simplest solution. The only thing is making sure she sends an invite.”

      I sat forward then. “I can do that. Alia Reynolds, who works as the fundraising chair for the Van Linsteds, called a few weeks ago wanting to do a special tribute to my mother for another charity. I can mention that Jessa and Lucas are in town and see if I can get them an invite.”

      Lucas nodded. “That’ll work.” He met each of our gazes. “I know for most of you this is your first time being involved in a con. Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle. And I promise you’ll love it so much you’ll immediately want to do it again.”

      Ben smirked at Lucas as he wrapped his arm around me. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yeah, it will be fine. All I’m doing is getting an invitation. What’s the worst that could happen?”
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      After I finished up a call with Bridge and East about a property in China, I stepped into the living room looking for Olivia. I found her on the balcony, under the heat lamp. It wasn’t raining for once, but there was still an eerie mist coating the city. Even though the weather was warming up during the day, it was brisk enough in the evening to absolutely need the heat on. “There you are. Are you hiding?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m not hiding. I’m just… I don’t know, thinking, I guess.”

      She looked so small sitting on the chaise with the blanket wrapped around her, hair held up on top of her head in a giant messy bun. She was cute.

      I joined her on the chaise. “Is there room in that blanket for me?”

      “It depends. Are you planning on getting fresh?”

      My brow lifted. “Is that a real question?”

      She laughed even as she rolled her eyes. “No, it’s not a real question. I fully expect you to get fresh.”

      “You have been paying attention to who I am.”

      The thing was, I’d been paying attention to who she was too. For years, I’d been gun-shy about getting into any sort of relationship after Lila. But with Liv, it wasn’t even a question. I wanted to be with her. I needed to protect her. It was my duty to look after her.

      But she won’t let you look after her.

      Which was a problem to circumvent. “What happens next, Ben?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I mean, I recognize I am relying on the kindness of, well, up until a couple of months ago, total strangers. I have a job that you gave me, because you thought you had to.”

      “You blackmailed me,” I corrected her.

      That earned me another eyeroll. “I did not blackmail you. You offered. It was a bribe.”

      “We’re back to that?”

      “Looks like it.”

      I rolled my eyes but chuckled softly. “Years from now, I guarantee we’ll still be having the same conversation.”

      Years from now? Shit. Warily, I watched her, gauging her reaction to what I’d just said.

      “I have my job because of you. Because of the situation, I have a place to stay temporarily because bad guys are chasing me. Eight months ago, I had my mother, I had a flat I loved, and a boyfriend that well, he was adequate enough at that time. I was working toward… I don’t know what. I guess, being a real live adult. But now, everything is different. I don’t even know who I am anymore.”

      I slid my hand over hers and wrapped it, intertwining our fingers. “You’re still the same person you were eight months ago. You are your mother’s daughter. You’re brilliant. You should have been offered Operations Director from the get-go. You had no business working as Kennedy’s assistant. You were the best assistant she ever had, but still, that’s not who you are now or who you were supposed to be. As far as the place to stay, I have more than enough room for you to stay forever if it suits.”

      She pulled back from my hold. “Forever?”

      Ah, so we were going to have to have this conversation. “You’re my girlfriend. Let’s not pretend this isn’t where this would have ended up eventually.”

      Her lashes fluttered as she blinked rapidly. “Girlfriend?”

      “Yep. You know, with you being the woman I can’t seem to get out of my head. Not to mention you can’t keep your hands off of me. And you’re brave and tough, not to mention brilliant with an ass I want to do dirty things to. Of course you’re my girlfriend.”

      “I love how you’re telling me and not asking me.”

      I lifted a brow. “Why give you the chance to run from something even though you want it as much as I do?”

      As she tugged on her hand in an attempt to free it, I could see the emotional distance she was striving to put between us. But I wasn’t going to let her do that, so I held on. She eventually pursed her lips and stopped pulling. “I’d like to have things settled on my own. In my own place. I want something that’s mine. Dexter took that from me. I wasn’t in control of that situation. My mother, the only close family attachment I had died and left me. Someone tried to strip me of my freedom, or my life, just a few weeks ago. I need some damn control or I’m going to lose it.”

      “I’m not trying to strip you of that. I just want to keep you safe. And so we’re clear. Just like you’re mine to protect, you have my fate in your hands. You’re driving this double decker with me.”

      The corner of her lips twitched. “As if you’ve ever been on a bus before.”

      “I have…” I let my voice trail.

      “Oh yeah, when?”

      Flashing her a grin, I answered. “Back in primary. We were learning about transportation systems.”

      “Christ, you are so damn—”

      “Sexy?” I offered helpfully. “Big? They do call me Big Ben for a reason.”

      A laugh bubbled out of her, and she shook her head. “You’re impossible.”

      “I know. Now come back to bed. I can remind you just how big.”

      “I will in a minute. I want to finish this chapter. I’m still piecing together this timeline, and something is gnawing at the back of my mind. It’s what woke me up.”

      Instead of sulking like my dick wanted too, I stayed on the sofa next to her. “Let me help.”

      “You don’t have to. You should get back to bed. You don’t have to be up for another hour.”

      “If you’re up, I’m up. We’re a team now.”

      Her gaze searched mine as her teeth grazed her bottom lip. “I’m not used to having a team. Thank you. And thank you again for arranging the meeting with the editor. I just don’t want to let my mother down. Her memory is all I have.”

      “You’re brilliant. No matter what, she’d be so proud of you. Mostly because you’re following your dream.” I picked up one of the folders. “Right. Now show me where your timelines need help.”

      Several photos fluttered to the ground. I beat her to it when she reached for them. Stacking them neatly, I frowned when my gaze landed on an all too familiar signet ring. My gaze flickered to Olivia, but she was staring at her laptop and didn’t notice the picture.

      Just what the fuck was my father doing in a photo with Caroline Ritter? Underneath it was what looked like a surveillance photo of another man. Older, maybe in his late forties or early fifties. He looked familiar, but I didn’t know from where.

      Show her the photos.

      I knew what I should do. But I wanted to be certain first. I needed to be certain.

      This is going to blow back and bite you on the arse.

      I knew that was probably true, but I still couldn’t stop myself. I needed to protect her even if she wouldn’t protect herself. If my father knew Caroline Ritter in any capacity, things were certainly going to get complicated.
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      I told myself I wasn’t hiding this from her. After all, we had a new and improved policy of direct honesty.

      Oh yeah? Then why didn’t you tell her you found something in the photos?

      I hadn’t told her because I wanted to be sure. I hadn’t told her because I didn’t know what it was yet.

      Sure, and she’ll see it exactly like that.

      Either way, I’d explain it to her. I wasn’t hiding it from her.

      Liar.

      When I walked into my father’s office, I tried to shake off the immediate shroud of suffocation that started choking me the moment I walked in. Much like when I was growing up.

      The old man had various business interests and still supported charitable organizations. He’d gone back to serving as a Member of Parliament for four years, but then eventually returned to private life.

      His secretary, Gizella, smiled at me when I walked in. “Oh, Mr. Covington. Uh, your father is on a call right now. But if you’ll just give me—”

      “I’m sorry, Gizella, this can’t wait.”

      She sputtered and rose to her feet, but I was faster than she was and just strolled right by. “It’s all right. I won’t be but a minute. And you know Dad. He just loves a surprise.”

      The old man frowned when he saw me, lifting a brow but continuing his call, all the while glowering at me.

      Several minutes later when he hung up, he sat back. “Bennett, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Sorry, Dad, I’ll be quick. I just need you to tell me what the fuck this is?” I slapped the photo I’d found last night down on his desk, and he frowned at it.

      “Should I recognize what I’m looking at?”

      “That’s you, correct?” He frowned, and then picked his glasses up off the desk, slowly easing them up his nose. “Where the hell did you find this?”

      “Don’t worry about that, I’m just asking a simple question. Is that you?”

      “I suppose it looks like me. That must’ve been a gala nearly a decade ago. But it could be anyone. It’s taken from the back.”

      Was he honestly going to try to weasel out of answering the question? “Let me help you out. That right there is your bloody signet ring. So that is you. I did a little cross check on who was in attendance, and that was a birthday state dinner.”

      He huffed and snatched his glasses back off his nose. “All right, if you know it’s me, then what’s the problem? Why the inquisition?”

      “You knew Caroline Ritter?”

      He frowned. “Ritter?”

      I hated it when he did that. Stalled by repeating the question. It gave him more time to think. “Yes. She was a foreign service officer.”

      His brow furrowed as he made a show of peering at the photo. “Yes. I suppose I did know her. But I haven’t thought of her in years. Why are you asking about her now?”

      “You seem deep in conversation in the photo.”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “ It was years ago.”

      “You look well acquainted with her. Do you know why someone would have taken this photo?”

      My father puffed out a laugh. “Bennett surely you’re not here to harangue me over some woman I met in passing.”

      “That woman is now missing. Presumed dead. So the fact that the person researching her disappearance finds this photo important is worrisome.”

      He shrugged. “What does it matter? You’re not suggesting I’m responsible, are you? Where is this coming from?”

      My stomach flipped. What was I suggesting?

      You know.

      The Elite.

      Livy’s research hadn’t brought her to their doorstep yet as far as I knew—until this photo. But if Caroline had crossed paths with some powerful Elite members, could they have made her vanish? Certainly. But the rules were simple. A gentleman above all. We might play dirty, but something like human trafficking. No.

      Are you sure about that?

      My head spun and bile rose. No, I wasn’t sure.

      “People are starting to ask questions about her disappearance. I need to know if you’re involved.”

      No business endeavor operated without the express permission from the Director Prime. If the people I called my brothers were involved with something like this, it was sanctioned by Marcus.

      So the real question was if Marcus and his family were capable of sanctioning something like this.

      Absofuckinglutely.

      “You know what she was researching? Human traffickers.”

      His skin went pale. “And what, you saw this photo of me and assumed I was involved? We might not get along. We might disagree on a lot, but at the very least you should know my mettle as a person. I would never condone such things. You look at my record when I was at Downing. I went after people like that with the full support of the office.” He threw the photo down. “You should know better. Things like this photo and the accusations you’re throwing around could end careers, so you need to watch yourself. Your pretty little plaything needs to watch her step.”

      The fuck? “What do you know about Livy?”

      “There’s very little that happens with you that I don’t know about. You need to walk away from this and encourage her to do the same.”

      His voice was absolute. Authoritative. Like his decree alone could make me back off.

      “If there’s nothing to worry about, why do I need to drop it? What are you hiding, old man?”

      “Watch your tone, Bennett.” There was a note of ice in his voice, but his expression was placid. Not a single hint of emotion.

      “You’re lying. My whole life, you’ve kept things from me. You and your secrets. Now is the time to come clean. Because the truth is coming.”

      “I keep secrets for a reason. And now, so do you. You’re reaching above your paygrade here, boy. Time to let the adults deal with things. If you don’t, your pretty plaything will get caught in the crosshairs.”

      The undercurrent of rage I always felt toward my father was right there, just below the surface. But it blasted through, and I grabbed the old man by the lapels. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Van Linsted. You come for mine, and I will come for yours.”

      He kept his lips pressed firmly together. “If there’s nothing else, Bennett.” My name on his lips was a curse.

      I released him with a mild shove before I did something I’d regret. “For once in your life, tell the fucking truth. If you don’t it will come back to bite you in the arse.”

      He adjusted his jacket, smoothing out invisible wrinkles. “This display of emotion is unbecoming. What’s this new woman done to you, son?”

      “You don’t get to ask questions about Livy. Especially not given the circumstances of my last relationship.”

      He rolled his eyes. And waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, for Christ’s sake. You can’t still be on about that. It was a long time ago. Let it go.”

      “I’m supposed to let it go that my father had an affair with my fiancée and then married the whore?”

      “She’s your stepmother.”

      “No, she’s not. She’s a disgrace to my mother’s memory. I got what I needed. There’s something worth digging for, and I’ll help Livy find everything she needs.”

      He stood then. “Bennett, whatever this is, whatever you’re chasing, leave it be.”

      “Or what? Like I said, you come for me and I’ll come for you. I don’t think you want that.”

      “Is this new woman prompting your behavior? You’ve made some poor choices in the past, Bennett. You don’t want to repeat them.”

      “I’ve made poor choices? You’re the one who married the whore. At least I got out just in time.”

      He waved his hand again. “Do you really know who the woman is that you’re having a dalliance with? The fact that she has some photo of me with someone she claims disappeared is suspect if you ask me. I’d be careful if I were you. You should be smarter about protecting your fortune. All kinds of people are going to come up with all kinds of stories to get at it. You should safeguard yourself more. You seem to have no mind for it.”

      “So that’s it? You’re not going to answer me? Instead, you want to accuse Olivia of being some gold-digging manipulator?”

      “If the shoe fits. After all, have you ever really done any research on her? You tend not to do that. So I’d be careful if I were you.”

      “Do tell the evil cow I hope she chokes on your prenup. I hope she’s making you just as miserable as she made me.” I turned and stomped out, deliberately leaving his door open behind me as I left. He was hiding something. I knew it. I just had to figure out what it was.

      When I reached the elevator, I pulled out my phone and sent a text to East.

      Ben: I need you to look at a photo for me and tell me who it is. Can you do that?

      East: Sure. Is there a problem?

      Ben: I’m not sure yet.

      But I really hoped not.
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      It was funny, I hadn’t even realized that I felt cooped up until I finally was allowed out. Ben gave me three guards, warning each of them that if so much as a hair of mine was out of place, he was killing people, which I was pretty sure he was kidding about, but it was hard to tell.

      Inside the bar, I was flanked by Matthew and Scott as I marched toward the table. I noticed two men discreetly sitting nearby at the bar, and I realized they were Princess Jessa’s guards. Another two, a female and male, sat near them.

      It seemed Bryna had her own guard too. As the fiancée of a prince, that made sense. As I approached the two women, I smiled and waved. Jessa stood to give me a hug. “Hey, I’m so glad you’re here. I didn’t think Ben was going to let you out of his sight.”

      I rolled my eyes. “He’s a little overprotective right now.”

      “A little?” Jessa lifted a brow. “The man basically tattooed his name all over your face and your arse.”

      “God, is it that apparent?”

      Jessa laughed. “Yes, it absolutely is that apparent. Come, meet Bryna.”

      The gorgeous brunette stood. She had a sweet smile, and there was something automatically endearing about her. “I’m Bryna. Lucas’s fiancée.”

      I grinned. “Oh, it’s nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you from Lucas already.”

      Jessa winced. Bryna’s gaze jumped back and forth between us. “Oh, when did you meet Lucas?”

      Holy fucking shitballs. I’d definitely stepped into that one.

      I knew Lucas didn’t want her brought in on anything. But I wasn’t sure how much I was supposed to say. “Oh, he just… he was at the office. So I met him. He mentioned you.”

      “Is that so, Jessa?” Bryna cocked her head and kept her gaze narrowed and trained on Jessa. Jessa ignored her and found the courage to speak.

      “Yep. He came to visit.” The lie tripped off her tongue smoothly, but she didn’t meet Bryna’s gaze.

      I tried to help and kept talking. “I’m just so excited to get out of the house. Ben in protection mode is like trying to get past a junkyard dog.”

      Jessa laughed. “I understand why, though. What happened to you is concerning.” With a grin she glanced toward the bar. “I love that we all came with our own personal security team.”

      Bryna rolled her eyes. “You know, at this point, Allison and Emmet are like part of the family. I barely notice them. And they both play a mean game of poker.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “How long have you had them?”

      “Let’s see, we’ve been engaged for two years, so, two years.”

      “Two-year engagement? You guys must be planning the wedding of the century.”

      Bryna wrinkled her nose. “Uh, not exactly. I was finishing graduate school. Lucas wanted me to focus on that since he knew how important it was to me. And then when I finished, we just sort of haven’t gotten together to do it yet.”

      I could tell she was probably a little sensitive about it, so I was going to let it go, but she kept talking. “I don’t know. I think he’s struggling with his, like, role or something. He’s not sure what he means to the royal family.”

      Jessa chewed on that for a moment. “I think he’s having a hard time finding his place. I mean, his degree is in international relations, so diplomatic work is great for him. But Sebastian has Penny, who is also great for diplomatic stuff.” Jessa shrugged. “And I actually have a job outside the family, so I think he’s trying to figure out what he’s supposed to do.”

      Bryna wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know if that’s it, because Sebastian has been keeping him plenty busy with diplomatic assignments. Can I just say the thing?”

      Jessa nodded. Bryna summoned a passing waiter for a drink, and he quickly came by with champagne. With glasses full, we lifted them and clinked. “To new friendships,” said Jessa.

      After a sip, Bryna put hers down. “I think he misses being a thief.”

      I coughed, sputtering as the bubbles hit my nose and went down the wrong pipe. One of my guards rushed over, ready to pull me away in case I was being, what… poisoned?

      Jessa waved him off. “She’s all right. She just can’t believe Bryna said what she just said.”

      Bryna mumbled an apology. “Sorry, he used to be a thief.”

      My gaze darted to Jessa. Am I supposed to let on that I knew that? God, I was the worst liar. “Oh, wow,” I mumbled feebly.

      Bryna didn’t seem to notice my terrible attempts at lying. “Long story. It was ages ago. He didn’t have the best upbringing. At any rate, sometimes I get the impression he misses it.”

      I had no idea what to say, where to look. So I just asked a bunch of leading questions to keep her talking. “Well, why do you think he misses it?”

      “You mean besides the fact that he literally catalogs every stealable thing anywhere we go? Do you know he can give me the value of this whole entire room in less than two minutes? It’s unnerving. It’s also kind of oddly sexy. He could tell you a myriad of ways to steal things in here. Watches, necklaces, brooches. He could steal every car in the parking lot just for fun.”

      I took a sip of champagne. “Ah, you don’t sound like you mind?” I ventured.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I know I’m supposed to mind, because, you know, stealing is wrong and all that, but I don’t actually mind, I guess. It used to bother me because I had this idea of right and wrong. But after what I have seen, after the hell we’ve all endured, I don’t really care, honestly.”

      Jessa lifted a brow. “Interesting.”

      Bryna just shrugged. “I know. It’s terrible. Wrong, right?”

      Jessa slid her gaze over to me. I didn’t know what to say, so I kept my eyes all the way averted and just sipped the champagne. I made a clumsy attempt at changing the subject. “I love this song. Anyone want to dance?”

      Bryna’s gaze snapped to mine. “Okay, you two are acting weird. What’s going on? Olivia, I just met you and I can already tell you’re a bad liar. Spill.”

      I took another sip. “Oh no. I—I, uh… oh God. I have to go to the bathroom.” I stood to make my escape.

      Bryna was surprisingly fast though, her hand snapping out to stop me. “Sit.” She turned her attention to Jessa. “Are you going to tell me?”

      “Jesus, Bryna. You’re putting us between a rock and a hard place. He’s my brother.”

      “Yeah, and I’m one of your best friends. Tell me.”

      My gaze ping-ponged between them. Jessa rolled her shoulders. “Okay, but you should talk about your concerns with Lucas. Leave Livy and me out of it.”

      “Is he stealing again?” Bryna’s voice was high pitched when she asked.

      Jessa wiggled in her seat. “Stealing is the wrong word, I think. Wouldn’t you agree, Olivia?”

      I raised my hands. “Please, leave me out of this. What happened to a nice girls’ night out? How did we somehow get on the topic of men?”

      Jessa laughed. “You’re no help. Look, there’s something going on with Ben and the London Lords, and they asked Lucas for his help.”

      Bryna leaned forward. “I knew it! He’s been distant and weird. Cagey. He won’t tell me who he’s talking to on the phone. I thought he was giving me a surprise. Or cheating.”

      Jessa rolled her eyes. “He would never. Not only because he loves you, but that’s also totally not his style. Lucas might liberate items from time to time, but he has that strong core value of never hurting anyone, especially not intentionally. Cheating would destroy you. He would rather die.”

      Bryna sat back, chewing her bottom lip. “I know that. I just don’t understand why he wouldn’t tell me.”

      Jessa sighed. “Because he doesn’t want to disappoint you. He wants to be the prince that you think you’re marrying.”

      “He’s an idiot. When is he going to realize I love him no matter what? I don’t want to change him.”

      “Then maybe tell him that because I told him it was dumb that he wasn’t including you in the meetings.”

      “There were meetings?”

      I needed to make an escape. I pushed to my feet. “I’m going to go.”

      This time, it was Jessa who stopped me. “Relax. She’s not going to lose her shit.”

      Bryna did lift a brow though. “Olivia has been in the meetings, but I haven’t?”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “If it’s any consolation, it’s only because I’m in trouble that’s loosely related to what they needed Lucas for.”

      Bryna downed the rest of her champagne and then waved the waiter over for more. So, it was going to be that kind of night.

      “Okay, if you can’t tell me, that’s just fine. But what we’re going to do is start including me in these little clandestine meetings.”

      Swallowing hard, I frowned. “I don’t know. He was really adamant that he didn’t want you—”

      Bryna shut me up with a glare. “Next meeting, I’m there. Do you hear me?”

      I had no choice but to nod. She was slightly terrifying. Never mind that she was dimpled and sort of resembled a pixie. Two things were certain; she wasn’t screwing around, and she was seriously in love with Lucas. It didn’t matter what he did. She was ride or die till the end. And I could respect that. “Sure. I’ll give you a call. But maybe you should just talk to him. I’m sure you guys can work it out.”

      She shook her head. “No, with a man that stubborn, the only way to deal with him is a full-on ambush. You’ll learn.”

      I laughed. “Something tells me I’ve already learned that lesson.”

      Jessa waved her glass. “To complicated men and the crazy women who love them.”

      I lifted my glass. “I’ll drink to that.”
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      I could be a man and admit it.

      It took a real man to fully admit to being pussy-whipped. God save me from the moment Olivia Ashong realized that I would do anything for her touch.

      I was quite certain she’d use her powers for evil.

      We’d spent the weekend having a lovers’ shut-in. I probably should have given her more breaks than I did, but for the first time, I loved being in the house. I loved everything about it. Not to mention, Livy was changing everything.

      Every time I turned around there was a new painting or a new photo, knickknacks. Just little bits and pieces of her life that she’d been injecting into mine.

      And the woman was obsessed with making me cook things. Making me fend for myself. On Saturday, we’d cooked instead of getting takeout. Last night, she’d caved and begged for Korean as we lay on the couch and I massaged her feet. Granted, the massage had come after three spectacular orgasms in a row, and I’d rendered her basically boneless.

      Was this that feeling? Did Mina make Bridge feel like this? I doubted it.

      But if this was the feeling that turned men into fools, then call me a fool because I didn’t think I’d ever been so content.

      Don’t be a pussy. Just say it. Happy. You’re fucking happy.

      I was. And I wasn’t quite sure what to do with that emotion. I’d always been restless. A little bit dissatisfied. But with her, it was like I had figured it all out. The meaning of life or some bullshit.

      I thought if that was what it was going to be like, I could live in that kind of blissful existence forever.

      But we still had a problem. People were trying to kill her. And you. And your friends. And you have a diamond to steal.

      Oh yeah, welcome to the real world.

      By the time Monday morning rolled around, I had a spring in my step strolling into the office with Livy at my side as I tried to get a better look at the hint of cleavage down her blouse. I was too comfortable, too happy.

      On the ride to work, my naughty girlfriend had given me a blowjob. I had to put the partition up and refrain from yelling, but then she wrapped her mouth around me, and well, I knew I was going to have a very good morning.

      “After you, Miss Ashong.”

      Before we stepped in, she released my hand and fixed my tie. Then she smiled. “You look very respectable, Mr. Covington. Considering what we were just doing in the car, I’m shocked.”

      “Why don’t you look ruffled at all?”

      “You ruffled me plenty this morning.” She laughed as she scooted out of my reach. “Now, I’m going to work. Remember, be a responsible adult.”

      “Right. I want a rain check for lunch.”

      She shook her head. “Oh no you don’t. I have actual work to do today. If I come near your office for a closed-door rain check, my clothes will be a disaster and I won’t be able to think. So no lunch.”

      I pouted. “But how am I supposed to make it through the rest of the day?”

      She laughed at me as she shuffled in with Scott. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      She saw Kennedy in the lobby, and the two of them chatted amiably and walked together. I let them go ahead as my phone started ringing. I didn’t recognize the number, but I answered it anyway. “Covington.”

      “Covington. Where are you at the moment?”

      I recognized the voice. “Downs?”

      I didn’t have any good news for him. Why was he calling?

      “I just walked into the office.”

      “Oh good, that was you I saw with the pretty girlfriend that you looked like you wanted to eat.”

      Motherfucker. He was watching? “Is there a reason you’re calling?”

      “Yeah. Come outside. Let’s have a quick meeting.”

      I wasn’t used to being the one directed to do things. I was usually in charge.

      Oh yeah? How does that work with Livy?

      I swallowed the wry smirk that threatened and stepped back out onto the teeming sidewalk of SoHo. I found his car easily enough. It was a vintage Rolls. Very nice. His driver opened the back door, and I slid in. I was greeted with a nod and a smile. “You have excellent taste, Covington.”

      I lifted a brow. “You mean in suits?”

      He lifted a brow. “Women.”

      I changed the subject. “I didn’t know you were in town.”

      He nodded. “That’s the way I like it.”

      “Well we’re not having this clandestine car meeting for no reason. What are you doing here?”

      “I’m checking on you. On my investment, so to speak.”

      “Is that what this is? An investment?”

      “Well yes. I’m counting on you. And you need me.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “If I were you, I’d keep her off of Marcus’s radar.”

      I shifted uncomfortably at the mention of Livy. “I’ll do what I need to do to keep her safe.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly, as if he wanted to delve in, but he didn’t. “So, where are we? How close are you to getting the jewel?”

      “Things are still on target.”

      “Do you have a plan?”

      “It’s probably better you don’t know what I’m planning.”

      He watched me. “Fair enough. But I’ve already started your campaign.”

      “Have you?”

      “Yes. Do you have a name?”

      “Not yet. I’m mulling it over, but it will likely be Drew Wilcox.”

      He frowned. “It’s not Hale?”

      I shook my head. “He’s not ideal. That choice would make his father far too happy, and East’s hatred of the man runs deep enough that he’ll want to avoid any happiness for him. Drew’s a good candidate. His family’s been Elite for generations. He’s the one we need. They’ll follow him.”

      Rowan sighed and folded his hands in his lap. “I know you have trepidations, but I at least expected Hale would step up. He’s another leader. I sense too much of a wild card in Edgerton. They would never follow him.”

      I shook my head. “East doesn’t want to lead.”

      “But why Wilcox?”

      “He is tried-and-true Elite.”

      He shook his head. “I’m telling you he doesn’t have what it takes to lead.”

      “People can surprise you. Drew’s a good egg. Besides, he’s exactly who we need. He’s the guy they’ll assume is all about them. They won’t see him coming.”

      “You recognize you’re making your job that much harder, right? The Van Linsteds are old power. They will be pulling out all the stops. You, I can get people behind.”

      “I’m not running. When this is done, and the Van Linsteds are gone, I’m out.”

      He lifted a brow. “What do you mean out? Have you forgotten Elite are members for life?”

      “Yeah, then we’ll have to just call me an inactive member. I want other things for my life.”

      “It won’t be quite so easy as you think to walk away. You think we haven’t all tried at some point? We haven’t all had that itch to be independent? You’ll soon discover that weaning off mother’s teat isn’t as easy as you think it is.”

      “The night of my initiation, I knew I’d made a mistake. I’d made a mistake by answering the call, and I made another by pulling my mates in with me. All of it was a mistake. I don’t want this.”

      “Well, want it or not, heavy is the head that wears the crown.”

      “Well it won’t be my head. It’ll be Drew’s.”

      “You’re sure about this? You are prepared to let him take the reins and be the most powerful man in the world?”

      “I could be. Because I don’t want it. I spent my whole life chasing things that I thought I should want, thought I should have. None of them made me happy. Stripping the Van Linsteds, that’s all I want. Who they are, what they stand for… They weren’t kidding when they said power corrupts.”

      Downs shrugged. “Isn’t that the truth. All right, if that’s your pick, that’s the one we’ll go with, but I urge you to reconsider.”

      “Thank you, but our minds are made up. East won’t do it, and like you said, Bridge is more likely to burn it down than I am, and the establishment knows it. And I want nothing to do with it. So who’s left but Drew? I don’t care who’s in charge, it just can’t fucking be the Van Linsteds anymore.”

      Downs nodded. “Fair enough.”

      The car pulled over to the curb again. “Covington, I meant what I said about your woman. Keep an eye on her. The Van Linsteds know what you’re doing. They won’t play fair.”

      “Neither will I.”

      “In that case, let the games begin.”
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      Following a project meeting, Ben leveled me with a stern gaze. “Come with me, Ms. Ashong. I have a special job for you.”

      I fought to hold back a laugh. I got the distinct impression that the job in question would include his dick. “Mr. Covington, you know it is illegal for you to sexually harass me in the office.”

      He narrowed his eyes, leaning close, almost inappropriately so, as we walked. “It’s technically not harassment if you like it. Or was that not you this morning screaming, ‘Oh God, yes. Right there. There. Oh God.’” His smile was all smug smirk.

      “That is not what I sound like.”

      “I think it’s a fairly accurate portrayal of you from this morning. If you care to make a wager as to exactly what you sound like, I can make you scream again in another two minutes.”

      His low whispered words made me clench. And I was fairly sure my panties were a drenched mess. “Sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

      The grin that spread over his full lips was pure smug evil. “You better believe it. So, come on, what do you say? Are you up for your special assignment?”

      Hell yes, my vagina chimed in. Though, honestly, she had no business chiming in. She was the reason we were both late to work that day. I opted for reason and caution. “No. Because I have work to do. My boss, he’s kind of an ass.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s your boss’s boss.”

      “You are incorrigible. I have things to do.”

      His teeth grazed his bottom lip as he watched me with a hooded gaze. “Yeah, one of those things is me.”

      A voice from around the corner prompted him to take an immediate step away from me. People were coming. He opened the file he’d been holding as if we were studying it. As if this was a perfectly normal professional conversation between the CEO and one of his executives. When we paused at my office, I started to go right, and he narrowed his gaze at me. “Miss Ashong, aren’t you joining me?”

      “No. Like I said, I have work to do.” I was saved by my ringing phone. “See? I have to go.”

      “We’re not done,” he growled.

      “For now we are.” Laughing, I gave him a wink and raced to grab my phone. “Olivia Ashong here.”

      “Olivia, it’s Forest Smith.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, Forest. How are you?”

      “I’m great. I hope you’re well. I got the latest pages you sent over. This is fascinating. I’ve already got some interest in it for a televised special.”

      My stomach flipped. “It’s not even done yet.”

      “But you’re getting to the meat now, aren’t you?”

      “Well, I’m digging deeper. But—”

      He cut me off. “It’s fine. We have a long lead on these things. Are you still on target to get me full pages in the next six months?”

      “Well, I think so. But the research is what it is.”

      “Well, the good news is, this isn’t about you solving the mystery. We could do a second book if you don’t actually solve it by then.”

      What the hell did he mean it wasn’t about solving the mystery? I needed to see this through to the end. “The world of publishing is bizarre.”

      “I know. But on a side note, since you’re really into this research, I have a contact who is a publicist for multi-media studio. She’s very excited to speak with you. True crime is very hot right now.”

      “A publicist?” With people trying to hurt me, he wanted me to have more exposure? He doesn’t know people are trying to kill you.

      “Yeah. Would you be interested?”

      “Um, I guess so.” My skin flushed. “Sorry, this is all very sudden. It’s just that when I thought about finishing Mom’s book, I didn’t think it would come with all this extra stuff.”

      “This is good. It’s great. She’s just going to ask you a few questions. Make sure you’re not a complete psycho or a nut job. If they’re going to put you on television, they need to vet you and make sure they aren’t going to get anyone who jumps up to talk about how crazy you are and how you can’t be believed or trusted.”

      I swallowed hard. “Television? I thought this would be for a podcast or something.”

      “Well, large media. I mean, the exposure would be great to help promote the book.”

      I swallowed, thinking about Dexter, about Fenton. “Um, about that, it’s just that I’m not really a television kind of person. And my life is... complicated.”

      Forest chuckled. “Look, I get it. You don’t want the press having access to your life. And given the way Ben arranged our introduction in such a roundabout way, I gather you two are together and you don’t want people a little too interested in your relationship.”

      God, how had he made that leap already?

      “Um, this has nothing to do with my relationship with Mr. Covington. It’s just that I’m a private person, and I didn’t think when I went digging for the truth that it would mean exposing my life. So I have to give it some thought.”

      “What’s to think about? This is good exposure for you. And if you do decide to take this true crime book down that road and turn it into a thriller-writing career, it’s a great leverage point. Think about it. But don’t think too long. Opportunities are waiting for you.”

      “I hear you, and I’m ever grateful. I swear. It’s just, it’s a lot.”

      “Fine. Think about it. But I need to know by next week.”

      I frowned. Next week? Would all of this be tied up by then? “I promise. I’ll let you know.”

      “Fair enough. Don’t wait too long.”

      I hung up on Forest and sagged on my seat. That was how Jessa found me.

      “Why do you look like someone took your puppy?”

      “Ah, sorry. What were you saying?”

      She laughed. “We just had a great meeting with Peterson. You kicked ass. Your presentation was awesome.”

      “Thanks. Sorry. I’m not worried about that. I just had a call from that editor about the book of my mom’s.”

      “Yeah, what’s the problem?”

      “He wants to get me on some kind of true crime show, talking about open cases that were mysteriously never closed. He wants a publicist to talk to me and make sure I have no skeletons in my closet.”

      Jessa frowned. “What’s the problem?”

      “Well, the problem is I have lots of skeletons, right? First of which, we’re trying to, you know, pull off a little heist.” I whispered the word.

      She frowned. “Oh, I see.”

      “Yup. If I say yes to the publicist, it would mean people are going to start poking at my life. If people start poking around my life, people will start poking around Ben’s life. And nobody wants that. Especially if we’re about to pull this off. But if I say no, I’ll likely lose my shot.”

      “Well, what are you going to do?”

      “Well, after everything Ben’s done for me, there’s no way I’m going to put him in the spotlight this way. So, I’ve got to figure it out.”

      “Or, you could talk to him. You know, a good old-fashioned conversation.”

      “Look at you, talking sense.”

      She shrugged. “All I know is that Roone and I have been through times when communication wasn’t exactly our strongest suit. Sometimes you want to do the right thing for the person you love. But they also want to do the right thing for you. It becomes a gift to the magi if you don’t talk about it.”

      “I just don’t want to do anything that’s going to draw attention to Ben, the London Lords, or the fucking Elite. But with something like this, I could get the right kind of exposure for my mom’s book, her legacy.”

      “Then talk to him. It’s Ben. I might have gotten him a mug that says World’s Biggest Dick, and he very clearly is taking the wrong meaning for that, but it didn’t actually mean that he is a dick. And he obviously loves you.”

      I frowned at that. “No, that’s not what this—”

      “Yes, it is. You don’t see it? He looks at you in the same way Roone looks at me, the same way Lucas looks at Bryna.”

      Had I missed it? Did he love me? I knew we’d talked about what this meant and us making a go of it, and he’d used the word girlfriend, but actual love? “I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do. But you’re going to do that thing where you think about going it alone. And then you’re eventually going to cave. You’ll realize that it’s really in your best interest not to do it alone. So skip the pondering stuff and just talk to him. It’ll make your life easier.”

      “Are you always this bossy?”

      She grinned. “Only when I’m the boss. Which is pretty much right now.”

      “And here I was just starting to call you my friend.”

      “Well, good thing I can be both then. Talk to him. It won’t kill you.”

      It might not kill me, but it was going to require that I be vulnerable. And I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.
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      Olivia passed my home office with a stack of papers in her hand. I couldn’t help but smile. I loved having her there. Suddenly, the townhouse felt like a home. She had books on the coffee table, fun towels in the bathroom, not my stale monogrammed ones. She left half-drunk fizzy bottles all over the house. All the hell over.

      Ann Marie got most of them, but every now and then I’d find one under the coffee table. It was like she was trying to drive me deliberately insane. And I loved every moment of it. My house was lived in now. Not to mention I had someone I cared about. Someone who was important. I left my desk and followed her. “You need help carrying all that?”

      She should have figured out what I was up to. “No. You go be, you know, important and whatnot. Don’t you have some work to do?”

      “I just finished it. I was hoping to distract you.”

      Her brows shot up. “Sorry. I have to get a chapter out to Forest.”

      “Are you sure I can’t distract you? I’d only need ten minutes.”

      She laughed then. “No. Every time you say ten minutes it takes at least an hour because you insist on making me come more than once. I don’t have time for that. Chapter. Pages. Words. After that, you can be my reward.”

      “I’m not good at delayed gratification.”

      I reached for her, and she scooted out of the way. “Bennett James Covington. If you grab my ass one more time, you will be in timeout. You have to learn to wait for your fun. Honestly, I do have to work.”

      “Fine. I guess I’ll go watch TV. I think the footy match is on.”

      She gave me a soft smile. “Are you missing your mates? Do you want to call Bridge and have a play date?”

      “Woman, if you continue teasing me, I will make you forget you have to turn in that chapter.”

      She giggled and scooted into the library. The shorts she wore were so minuscule her ass was practically on display. God, I loved having her here.

      I distracted myself by heading to the great room. I turned the TV on then poured myself a drink and rooted around in the cabinet for snacks. I never used to have snacks in here.

      That’s because you didn’t live here.

      But now she had stocked up on all the best, knowing full well I had a sweet tooth. There were healthy things like rice cakes and wheatgerm cakes and nutty looking crackers and things that said veggie something or other, but I bypassed all of those I went straight to the candy cabinet. I pulled out a bag of Maltesers and grabbed my scotch. I'm just about to ease myself onto the couch when the front door rang.

      We’d gotten into the habit of sending the staff home in the evening, her idea really. So we would become more of a normal couple.

      It was funny, because as it turned out, I didn’t want to be waited on hand and foot. It wasn’t so bad doing things myself, and I actually enjoyed it. I set my drink and the Maltesers down and jogged to the front door. “I got it. You keep working. I want my reward later.”

      She laughed and muttered something that sounded like ‘you’re impossible,’ but she didn’t come out. When I checked the security camera I frowned. What the fuck was he doing here?

      I unlocked the door and deliberately opened it just a crack. “Dad, what do you want? I’m certain we have nothing left to say.”

      “Bennett, let me in.”

      I shook my head. “No, you can tell me what you want from there.”

      He crossed his arms and glowered at me. “That’s it, carry on like an immature prick.”

      “Gee, Dad, that’s just the way to get me to open the door for you.”

      He shoved past me, barging in. “You were always such a bloody tosser.”

      “Wow. Tell me how you really feel.” I followed him into the great room. “Can you make this fast, please? Are you here to lie to me again? Unless you’re here to tell me the truth, you can get the fuck out.”

      He shook his head. “Can you explain to me where exactly I went wrong with you? I gave you every advantage. Everything you needed. I pulled every string I could for you. And still, you are ungrateful. You don’t value any of it. And worst, you think you’re above it all. You think your shit doesn’t stink, boy? I promise you it absolutely does.”

      “Brilliant. Is that what you’re here to tell me? You know where the door is. See yourself out.”

      He swallowed hard. “For fuck’s sake. I came to get you to answer a question for me.”

      “Oh, you mean like the time I came to you for answers and you told me nothing but lies? This should be brilliant. Fire away.”

      He scowled. “Rumor is that you and your mates are making a real play for Director Prime.”

      “You already knew we were trying to disrupt Van Linsted.”

      “But you didn’t have a candidate. Rumor is you’re the candidate.”

      “The hell I am. We haven’t decided. But it will be one of the four of us. The one with the best shot.”

      “What are you, mad? It has to be you.”

      I walked around him to the side table and picked up my drink, downing it all in one gulp. I thought it would give me fortification, but it didn’t. All it did was burn. And I didn’t even get to enjoy any Maltesers. “What objection do you have to the others?”

      “Edgerton is unacceptable for reasons that should be apparent to even you. Hale would rather flay his own skin than to do anything that will shed any sort of favorable light on his father. That leaves you and Wilcox.”

      “How do you even know any of this?”

      He gave a mirthless chuckle. “How long do you think I’ve been at this currency of secrets? Wilcox is a poor choice. It has to be you.”

      “Pray tell, what is wrong with Drew?”

      “You think he’s your friend, but he’ll be the worst Director Prime. He’s too easily manipulated. He’s malleable, and he has his own agenda.”

      “Just because that’s who you are, it doesn’t mean that’s who Drew is. He’s the best choice.”

      He marched up to me, grabbing me by the front of my shirt. “When will you learn? You don’t make a move unless you intend to win. No member is going to throw their weight behind a Wilcox. You, on the other hand, are a name they can get behind.”

      I shoved him off. “Back off, Dad. Being Elite is hard enough for me. I don’t want to be Director Prime.”

      “Do you understand anything about legacy, who we’re meant to be, what we’re meant to do? How is it you’ve gotten this far without thinking about any of that?”

      “Easy. I try not to be you.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Bennett, you know I’m right. The Elite will not get behind Drew.”

      “So tell me why you care, Dad. Explain to me why all of a sudden you give a shit about who I am and what I want.”

      “Because our interests align. How can you not see that?”

      I shook my head. “And that’s just it. Any time you tell me our interests align I know to do the exact opposite. I don’t want the Director Prime seat. I want nothing to do with the Elite. I know what they did to my friend. As soon as I can be done with them, I will be.”

      He frowned. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      I’d almost said too much. “Look, I’ll go to the meetings, I’ll stay in there and play the part, do everything I need to do. But if you want to pretend for a damn minute like I’m going to buy into the bullshit ever again, you’re lying to yourself. Barking up the wrong tree. Because I will never be you. I won’t sacrifice who I am just to make you happy. Just to make you more powerful. You wanted to mold me in your image. Well here’s one big fuck you, old man.”

      From the side hall, Olivia called out. “Ben? Who are you talking to?”

      She paused abruptly and stopped talking when she saw my father. My father’s gaze lingered over her body. Cataloging every curve, every move. “Well, well, Bennett aren’t you a dark horse. Keeping all the good ones for himself. Never figured you as one to use a service. Or is she a ‘model?”” He put the word model in airquotes.

      “Dad, shut—” Before I could even tell him to shut up and get out of my house, Livy started in on him.

      Her brows rose. “I beg your pardon?”

      He still didn’t address her directly. Like she wasn’t even a person. “Bennett, you really managed quite a stunner.”

      Olivia cocked her hip, adjusting the weight from the foot in front to the one in the back. I knew that was the exact stance she always made when she was about to tell someone off and ruin their day. “I don’t believe we’ve met. Who the hell are you?”

      My father looked confused that she’d been so direct with him. “No, we certainly have not. But if you like we can become better acquainted.” That was all he said, leaving it to her to infer his meaning.

      That was it. “Shut up Dad. I’d rather she didn’t know my father was a complete twat. This is Olivia Ashong. She’s my girlfriend.”

      Olivia’s gaze narrowed at me. But she didn’t refute my claim.

      The old man chuckled. “Girlfriend you say. Right. Well you surely do know how to pick the lookers. Make sure this one’s not after your bank account.”

      He must have thought Olivia would shrink away or be embarrassed somehow. Instead, she very calmly said, “Well, you would know, sir, wouldn’t you? I would say I have been looking forward to meeting you, but I have this whole policy about not associating with people who look at me like a piece of meat.” She turned to me. “Ben, just tell me when you need me. I’m ready when you are.”

      I grinned at my father, who sputtered as his skin went a shade of bright red. “Who the fuck does she think she is?”

      “Well, like I said, she’s Olivia Ashong, and she’s my girlfriend. And you should probably go because we’re about to shag on every flat surface in this house, especially after what she just said to you. I’m completely mad about her, and she disdains you, so that’s a bonus. I appreciate you coming over to tell me how to run my life and what to do with my Elite vote, but your advice isn’t needed here.”

      “One day you’ll realize that the decisions I’ve made have always been for you. You will come to see that I gave you excellent advice. Watch out for that one.”

      I shook my head. “She’s healing me. And I do have to say you were right about one thing. I didn’t know how to handle a woman like Lila because I didn’t know how to handle deceitful bitches. Thank you for helping to educate me on that.” I marched past him to the front door and then opened it wide for him to leave. “I’ll see you at the next meeting, Dad.”

      “Is this the line you’re taking?”

      I gave him a sharp nod. “Yeah. That’s the line I’m taking. I wish I could say it was good to see you, but that wouldn’t be true.”
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      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I bit my lip as I peered up at Ben. He lounged against the door of the car, and his gaze could only be characterized as… hungry.

      “Hell yes, I want to do this.” His smile was all predator.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you ever not smug?”

      A bark of genuine laughter broke loose. “I’m not smug.” I lifted a brow and he gave me my favorite smile. The one that was genuine with a hint of bad boy but shy kid underneath it all. “All right. I’m a little smug. But a little confidence never hurt anything. Besides, you like me smug.”

      A giggle burst out. “So we’re really doing the public thing? Like announcing to the world that I’m your girlfriend. On this date?”

      “What you are is too important to define as girlfriend, but that word is just as good as any other.” His ice-blue gaze was intent. He meant what he was saying.

      “All right, then let’s make this Instagram official, Mr. Billionaire.”

      He laughed. “You’re okay with the cameras?”

      I winced. “Not particularly, but I’m with you, so I don’t really care.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Scott paused the car in front of Elias’s restaurant. It was the see-and-be-seen spot in London. It was also impossible to get a reservation there. When Ben told me where he’d made dinner reservations, I could only gawk at him. I’d seen television stars photographed outside of the restaurant. “Can I ask why this restaurant again?”

      “Well, for starters, the food is excellent. It’s got this Asian-African fusion thing going. I thought you would like it. And it also makes a bold statement.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah, that we’re together. That I’m yours and you are mine.”

      The way he said that word sent a shiver up my spine and ruined my panties. Though honestly, why had I bothered wearing any around him? “You’re sure that you want to make that statement?”

      He nodded. “Yup. Last chance to back out before Scott opens the door.”

      In truth, I was terrified. But not of being seen with him or someone placing us together. I just didn’t want him to change his mind. I wanted all of this to feel right, for once. For that exhilaration and thrill to be in my life for more than just a short time. I searched his gaze, taking in the same beautiful face I’d seen from day one. My Viking. “Let’s do it.”

      He flashed me a grin, and then Scott opened my door. Ben got out on his own side and then came around to take my arm. Sure enough, there was paparazzi. And they were ready. It was as if someone had told them we were coming, because they snapped away, each flash blinding, each captured photo a moment in time that couldn’t be taken back.

      “Ben! Ben!”

      “Over here, Ben.”

      “Who’s your date, Ben?”

      The questions came rapid fire from several photographers.

      While my eyes suffered from whiteout, he took it in stride, standing with me on the pavement, my hand in his. Looking down at me, he mouthed, “Too late to back out now.”

      I couldn’t help it. I grinned and laughed. “This was your plan all along to cement me to your side forever?”

      He shrugged. “You have to admit, it’s a brilliant plan.”

      With one more turn and a nod toward the photographers, he took my hand and led me in.

      The lighting was a soft blue inside the lobby. White floors with some marbling, elegant and sophisticated. A black crystal chandelier hung above us. There was a hostess standing to the right. She smiled when she saw Ben, but he only gave her a sparing nod of his head as he bypassed her. “This way.”

      “The hostess looks pissed.”

      He shrugged. “She shouldn’t. She works for me.”

      I snapped my gaze to his. “What?”

      He grinned. “Yeah. You think I would take you to an environment I didn’t control?”

      I could only shake my head. “Of course not. One of these days, I’m taking you to a diner.”

      He chuckled. “Oh, don’t get in a huff. The food is excellent. I think you’ll love it. And I get to keep you safe. What’s not to love?”

      There was an art gallery to the left, and I paused as I saw a painting with the vibrant colors of west Africa with a landscape that looked like a market. “Oh, can we stop for a second?”

      His smile was indulgent. “Of course, you can do whatever you want.”

      I stepped in, pausing at an image of one of the dark-skinned women with a beautiful red and blue headdress. She had an ornate beaded necklace around her neck. It had rows and rows of beads in a multicolored pattern that sort of looked like a rainbow. “God, that’s stunning.”

      “That was an acquisition at auction a couple of years ago.”

      I glanced around. “All of the artwork is yours too?”

      He shrugged. “Well, I footed the bill. But my mate, Elias, he’s the chef and the brainchild behind this place.”

      “Who is he?”

      “His name is Elias Dadzie. His mother’s Vietnamese. His father is from Ghana. He’s a friend.”

      I nodded slowly. “Ah, I see. His last name, I think, is Fante. I love that you found a Ghanaian chef.”

      “I mean, it’s not hard. This is London. There’s talent all around everywhere. I once ate at the spot he had in South London. Bridge used to take us there. He grew up with Elias before he met us.”

      “He’s a friend of Bridge’s?”

      Ben nodded as he explored the images. There was one of schoolgirls in bright green school uniforms, their heads shorn, playing what looked like ampe, which was sort of the Ghanaian mash up of rock, paper, scissors and hopscotch.

      I couldn’t help but smile looking at it, all those memories coming to the foreground. “I remember my cousin trying to teach me how to play. I was hopeless.”

      “You’ll have to show me sometime.”

      “You want to learn how to play a child’s game?”

      “Well, with you, I’m assuming there would be laughter involved. And possibly nudity. So I’m all for it.”

      “Oh my God, you are actually impossible.”

      “I’m convinced you like me that way.”

      I shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      There were some sculptures present too. Large-scale pieces of the thinking man and essentially a family tree with whatever great nature at the top and her mountain of children underneath. “God, this is amazing.”

      He nodded with a smile. “Come on.” He took my hand, his warmth enveloping mine. His stride was sure. He knew exactly where he was going and what he wanted. And he wanted me.

      We stepped into an atrium of sorts. There was lounge seating around the edges and a bar. “Do you want a drink?”

      “Sure.”

      In the corners, there were calabashes made into ice chests that held massive champagne bottles. The carvings on the sides were of animals. “Oh my God, you have calabash.”

      He smiled. “Well, like I said, this is Elias’s dream. I gave him money, looked at the plans, and approved them. What would my lady like to drink?”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “Let’s have a look at the menu.”

      I wasn’t sure why he wanted me to look at the menu, but I did. I glanced down at the engraved metal with what looked like a gold leaf etching, and my eyes went wide. “Are these akpeteshie drinks?”

      “If that means palm wine, then yes. A whole cocktail list.”

      “This is amazing.” He’d brought me here to make me feel at home. Well, hell. I blinked rapidly to kill the impending water works. I was not going to ruin my mascara.

      “Elias infuses flavors from both Vietnam and Ghana in the cocktails.”

      “Oh my God, this is... I don’t even know what to say.”

      He grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. “Are you happy? You look happy.”

      “I am happy. Thank you, Ben.”

      He ordered something for me that contained palm wine, lemongrass, ginger, and a fruit element. It was sweet and zingy. The akpeteshie was more of a hidden flavor, but I knew well enough not to drink too quickly. Akpeteshie was notorious for knocking you on your ass. It was essentially Ghanaian moonshine.

      As we stood drinking and talking, I heard a familiar voice and glanced around. At the end of the bar was an all too familiar face.

      It took a moment for Ben to catch where my gaze had gone, and then he muttered a curse under his breath. “Come on, let’s go.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going to hide. Besides, this is your restaurant. I’m not the one who’s out of place here, they are.”

      His thumb grazed over my cheek softly. “You know you’re incredible, right?”

      I squared my shoulders. “A very good-looking man keeps trying to tell me that.”

      “Well, you should believe him.”

      It took Dexter a moment to recognize me, but then he rose from his seat and strode over. “What the fuck are you doing here?” His gaze sliced over Ben and he sneered. “I knew you were fucking him.”

      With a sigh, I turned. “Dexter, who I am or am not giving epic blowjobs to is really none of your business.”

      “Well it is my business if you’re a whore. Maybe, you gave me something.”

      “Says the man who cheated on—”

      Before the words were out of my mouth, Ben moved to crowd Dexter, backing him down with his sheer size. “Apologize, arsehole.”

      I shook my head. “It’s fine Ben. Arseholes are going to arseholes. They can’t help it.” To Dexter, I said, “Go back to your meeting, or your date, or whatever the hell that is. I have no intention of letting you ruin my night.”

      He’d been sitting with three other people. One brunette who looked vaguely familiar and two other men. One of them I didn’t recognize. The other was Fenton. I bit back my groan. Dexter placed a hand on my elbow. “Come with me. We need to talk.”

      The growl that escaped from Ben’s throat was feral, low, and if I was being honest, hot as fuck. “If I were you, Dexter, I would get my hands off of her.”

      “She’s my girlfriend.”

      Ben laughed then. And it almost sounded like there was really humor there. But I knew better. There was a dangerous glint in his eyes, and I knew he could be unpredictable, at best. “No. She dumped your sorry ass. You cheated on her, remember? With some average redhead. I mean, what the hell is wrong with you? You had perfection and you tossed it away. Now she is mine.” There was that word again. And again, instead of being annoyed, it made me wet.

      “I didn’t toss anything away. If you weren’t in her head—”

      I slapped a hand on Dexter’s chest. “Back off. You and I are done. I’m with Ben now.”

      “You sure did replace me fast. I guess all that money doesn’t hurt.”

      That stinger hit right in the chest. But I lifted my chin. “I’m so sad that I wasted any time worrying about you and what you’ve done to me, about how I’d fit into your life. I should have left you ages ago.”

      Direct fucking hit. His face fell and he blinked several times. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Sorry if that hurts you, but I’m being honest, not cruel. You didn’t treat me well. And you lied. You set out to make me feel like I was nothing. So, for that, you can fuck right off.”

      Fenton chose that moment to come over too. He grinned at Ben as if they were old chums. “Covington. It’s good to see you again.”

      He stuck out a hand, but Ben just glowered down at it. “Mills, I’m not sure why you insist on pretending we’re friends. Especially in public.”

      Fenton huffed. “There’s no need to for hostility, old boy. You know how it is. We must pretend for the masses.” And then Fenton did the one thing that I knew was going to get his head ripped off. He leaned over as if he was going to kiss me.

      I attempted to step back, but the bar was in my way. But I didn’t have to worry because Ben slapped a hand on Fenton’s chest. “One more inch, and I separate your nose from your face. You’re ugly as it is. Don’t make a bad situation worse.” Ben’s voice was barely a growl.

      It was in that moment that his mask slipped to one of anger and rage. But then he shoved it right back into place and that was even far more alarming. “Covington, you’re making a mistake. Olivia and I are old friends.”

      “Didn’t I already tell you to leave me alone? We’re not friends.”

      Ben rolled his shoulders and leaned over to the bar. “I’ve had enough. Clay?”

      The bartender came over. “Yes, boss.”

      Ben inclined his head toward Fenton and Dex. “Please show our guests out.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      Within seconds, security appeared at the entry to the bar, and Fenton’s face went red. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      Ben slid his arm around my bare shoulders. “Well, I should have mentioned I own the place. And you are trespassing. So, enjoy eating elsewhere, gentlemen. My girlfriend and I have a very private date waiting for us.”

      He handed me my drink and steered me away from them. Not quickly. Not like we were in a hurry. “Are you okay?”

      I really considered this question. Was I okay?

      Yeah, I was. I did feel disappointment in myself about Dexter, that I’d been too dumb for too long. But I refused to hold on to that shame any longer. And better yet, I had zero fear when it came to Fenton. I no longer had to put up with him. And that was all thanks to Ben.

      “I’m with you, so yes, I’m okay. Now feed me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Despite bone melting orgasms and a cat nap, I’d still woken up feeling restless, so I headed to the library to get some work done.

      An hour later and my neck hurt. Hell, my whole back hurt. I’d been hunched over research files for what felt like days. This two-full-time-jobs thing was taking its toll.

      In stark contrast to LBB, life before Ben, I felt entirely supported. Ben had given me a desk in his library with proper filing cabinets, a big whiteboard, and a tackboard that I could hang things on. When there was downtime in the office and I wasn’t needed, he’d send me home, with an armed guard of course, and tell me to work from home the rest of the afternoon to give me more time to work on the book. What kind of man did that for someone?

      This man. A good man. Why aren’t you in bed with that good man?

      I ran my hand over my face. It felt like I had bitten off way more than I could chew. I had the pieces. They just didn’t make sense to me yet, and I couldn’t connect the dots. I thought I’d tipped over a hornet’s nest in my search, but it didn’t make sense.

      This was all information my mother had already dug through, and she’d just died of the worst killer there was… plain old cancer. There was no hiding from that. Cancer was deadlier than the mob or human traffickers or whatever. So why were people after me?

      That line of thought always brought me back to the Elite. I didn’t have anything they wanted. I didn’t have any information about them. I’d copied the files, but they didn’t know that. So why was I the target?

      My phone rang. I smiled when I saw it was Telly. “Hey you.”

      “Sweetheart, you know it’s 11:30 pm, right?”

      I frowned and lifted my gaze to peer at the clock. “Oh, right. I guess it’s late. If it’s so late why are you calling?”

      “Why are you not shagging that fine man?”

      “I’m not shagging that fine man because, I’m working.”

      She sighed and I could practically feel her eyeroll through the phone. “I know you well. I’m calling to tell you off. Go to bloody bed.”

      “There’s a lot to do, Telly.” But she was right. My eyes were burning. I needed to sleep since I was very likely going to have an early morning wake-up call.

      “Do you need me to write a magical algorithm so your research all makes sense?”

      “I didn’t know that was in your job description. Make all of this shit make sense. And of course, Ben has got me an editor who’s up my ass and wants to see pages, and I just don’t want to rehash this same information. I want to give this meaning. You get me?”

      “Yeah, I mean, Caroline Ritter was a real person. And the fact that you want to honor her and your mother is great, but you’ve got to honor yourself too.”

      I was spinning. I needed to take a breath. “Can I tell you something?”

      I could almost hear Telly sitting up. “Who do I kill?”

      “Why is it always killing with you?”

      “It’s easier to go stabby-stabby than talk about my feelings.”

      “That’s fair.”

      “So what gives?”

      I knew she’d get it. Not that Ben didn’t get it. But with Ben there was ego involved. And I felt like I needed to explain my feelings of hurt in some way. “I saw Dex tonight.”

      There was a pause, then she asked, “Where?”

      “Ben took me to dinner at Elias’s.”

      Telly whistled. “Jesus, do you know how hard it is to get into Elias’s?”

      “I have a feeling it’s not going to be hard for us to get in again. Ben owns it. So next time, you and Carmen are joining.”

      “Holy shit. She’d love that.”

      “Of course. You’re with the band.”

      “Well, in that case, I’m sort of sorry I told you to be wary of him.”

      I leaned back against the soft microfiber upholstery of the couch and rubbed my eyes. Maybe she was right. I should go to bed. I probably wasn’t getting much real work done now anyway. “Man, you’re easily bribed.”

      “Yes, I am. Now, tell me what happened.”

      “We were at the bar getting a drink, and there Dex was. Still delusional. And of course, his shadow was with him.”

      Telly groaned. “Jesus. He is like a recurring boil. No matter how many times you treat it, it could still come back.”

      “That is so gross, Telly.”

      “It’s the truth. God, I wish you had let me beat Dex up way back when you first met him in that pub and he was such a little dick.”

      He had been sort of sarcastic. “I thought that was part of his charm. I was young and stupid.”

      “How did Ben take it?”

      I grinned. I shouldn’t get so much pleasure from his reaction, but I did. “He had them tossed out.”

      “Oh God, that man is so sexy. I’m telling you. I’m beginning to see the light about this whole dick situation.”

      I laughed. “Stop it. I will say it was very hot though.”

      “Then why aren’t you in bed shagging his brains out?”

      I flushed, even though she couldn’t see me. “Well, I shagged him in the car, if you really must know.”

      “Just the once was enough?”

      I cleared my throat. “Okay, I also blew him when we got home and then shagged him again. He proceeded to pass out, so I snuck out of bed to work for a while. Don’t judge me.”

      But there was no judgment in her voice. She just laughed. “Oh my God. You are so predictable. Don’t you let that fine man get away because you’re trying to make your mark. You’ve got to enjoy your life too, love.”

      “I know. And I’m not letting him get away. Well, more like he’s not letting me get away. He’s um, very attentive.”

      She guffawed. “Do tell me more. I mean, honestly, is he like employing some kind of like crazy tongue technique? I like to learn from the masters.”

      I thought about his technique and flushed. “He could be classified as a master, I suppose.”

      “Look, give the work a rest. Get to bed. Wake him up for another shag. The work will be there tomorrow.”

      I leaned my head back and stared up at the ceiling with the gorgeous crown molding and the impossibly high beams. “I don’t know. I just feel a little off.”

      “Because of Dex?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. He’s gotten into my head. He said I was disappointing. So of course, now all I’m thinking about is not being good enough for Ben.”

      “Ugh, shut up. Honestly, I need a real promise to come out of your mouth, because you and I both know that you are grade-A, number-one badassery. You make most overachievers look bad. You are doing two full-time jobs. One of which is writing a book, mind you. Do you know how hard that is? There are people, actual professionals, who can’t do that. People who went to school for it and everything. I couldn’t be prouder.”

      The warmth of her compliment soothed some of my tight muscles. “Thanks, Tell. I’m still pretty convinced that you’re biased, but I’ll take it.”

      “I’m not biased. I’m right. I loved being right. God, being right is so satisfying.”

      “You must have been wrong once, Telly.”

      “Yes, there was once. Back in the day, but I try not to talk about it.”

      “I love you.”

      “I know. I am awesome. But listen, Dex is a dick. He couldn’t handle how great you are. And let me be clear, he was never great. Your mom only liked him because you liked him. Remember how she used to talk about how your grandparents weren’t particularly fond of your dad?”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “That’s what she was doing for you. She was being supportive of your choice. I remember a conversation with her once. We’d gone to dinner with you and Dex. It was your birthday. She watched you with him. She made this face. I could tell she didn’t love him, so I asked her, ‘Not your favorite, huh?’ All she did was laugh. She said, ‘Nope, but he’s not my mistake to make.’ All she wanted you to do was make your own mistakes and live your own life. Don’t take anything that idiot says to heart. All your mom wanted for you was to be happy. And even if he wasn’t the complete ass, which he was, he wasn’t right for you. And if you have found someone who is, hold on to that. Don’t let it go. Don’t let your own insecurity get in your way.”

      “What are you talking about? I’m not insecure.”

      Lies.

      “You forget who you’re talking to. You second guess everything. And then you worry whether you’re as good or as smart as your mother was. You constantly have to be better, achieve more, excel. I have never met anyone who needs to overachieve more than you do. Honestly, it’s exhausting watching you. Us mere mortals, we can’t even begin to hope to be as together as you are.”

      I squirmed under the discomfort of her praise. “Now, you’re just saying that because you’re my bestie.”

      “Possibly, but remember, I’m always right. So stop being in your head about the Ben thing.”

      “You were the one who told me to be careful of him, right?”

      “Yes, be careful because he has secrets. Secrets aren’t ideal, but you don’t have to be careful with your heart, because that man is head over heels for you. So enjoy that.”

      “Okay, you’re right. I need to just let it go. Dex has taken up enough of my headspace.”

      “Yeah. And you filed that restraining order against Mills, right?”

      “Yeah, Ben made me do it when Fenton showed up at work. So we’ll make it a point to notify the police that he was where we were.”

      “Good, now if you’ll let me, I can look into Fenton, because I don’t trust that he doesn’t have someone following you. He’s everywhere.”

      “You sound like Ben.”

      “Good, that means we both love you. Now, get off the phone with me, stop working, and go shag that man properly in a bed, then the shower. Ooh, a bathtub. Please tell me how bathtub sex with him is. Especially if your bathtub is the size of a pool.”

      “Yeah, it’s ridiculous.”

      “Excellent. I love you. Now, go shag your man.”

      I hung up with her and stared at the paperwork strewn around me. I wasn’t getting any more work done tonight, and I was crazy to think I was going to.

      If I was being honest, I’d wanted some separation to think through the whole Dex thing. I hated that one little word from him made me doubt everything about myself.

      I knew who I was. Dex didn’t. Thank goodness, Ben knew exactly who I was too, and he wanted me. So what the fuck was I doing working?

      I hit Save on the open document, and then I sashayed toward the bed.
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      That morning I went looking for Liv to see if she wanted a workout. She wasn’t in bed when I woke up. When I knocked on the door of the library, she was dressed to go. “Where are you going?”

      She held up her notes. “Just checking on a lead. Don’t worry, I’m taking the hulking masses with me. I’ll be really inconspicuous.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but it irritated me that she hadn’t thought to ask me to go with her. “Well, I’m glad to hear that you’re taking them with you, but why didn’t you ask me to go?”

      “I’m sure you have better things to do than to chase down a lead with me.”

      I quickly ditched my workout plans. “Nope. Were you going to do this before the Peterman meeting?”

      “Yeah. It’ll be quick. My mom left a note about a girl I need to talk to. I don’t know how she’s connected, but since I don’t have the original notes, I figured I’ll just have to go ask her questions.”

      I didn’t like the idea of her going out to see some unknown person, even with the bodyguards. “Hold on, let me put on some jeans. I’ll come with you.”

      “You don’t have to change your whole day for me.”

      Why couldn’t she see how ready I was to make room for her, to make time for her? “I want to.”

      It took me less than five minutes before I was tossing out my whole plan for the day. Once we were in the car, she gave Scott the address and then sat back. “You really didn’t have to change your whole day just to accommodate me.”

      “When are you going to get it? I like changing my whole day to accommodate you.” There was a time when just saying that to anyone was a cause for internal panic. Even with Lila, it had been difficult for me to admit any vulnerability. Showing vulnerability meant someone could use it against you.

      But with Livy, it was all too easy to forget the fear. To jump without a parachute. “All right then, let’s go.”

      Dunning was just to the north of London. With the traffic, it took us nearly forty minutes to get there. If she thought it was going to be a quick encounter, she was wrong. The little village was sleepy and boasted only a coach station and not much else. It was a rather depressed area, not too much commerce. We found the address on a lane that led to a small house on the corner with wild untended grass, and I asked, “Is this it?”

      She peered out the window. “I guess so. I’ll be right back.”

      I laughed. “Like hell you’re going in by yourself.”

      “I’m looking for a woman, Missy Stanton. How dangerous can it be?”

      “I went to meet someone and got shot at, so let’s err on the side of caution. Besides, she’s not expecting you, is she?”

      She shook her head. “No. I couldn’t find a phone number for her. Just an address, so I figured I’d catch her at home.”

      Where was her planning. Where was the caution? But she’s going to do this whether I gave her permission or not. With a sigh, I muttered, “Jesus, okay. Let’s go.”

      Scott parked and we climbed out of the car. Olivia marched up to the door with me on her heels, and we left Scott looking just a little bit pissed off in the car. Damn, if I looked out the window and saw him, I’d be terrified.

      I hoped having him along wasn’t going to inhibit Olivia from doing what she needed to do. But I’d do what I had to in order to keep her safe.

      But I still wanted her to be able to do what she needed, so maybe I needed to think of a different way of protecting her.

      She knocked at the door and rocked from foot to foot in a repetitive pattern as she waited. The door creaked open, and a petite dark-haired woman opened the door. She had small features, except for her big dark eyes. “Yes, can I help you?”

      Olivia gave her a warm smile. “Hi, we don’t know each other. I’m Olivia Ashong. I feel like you might know my mother, Georgina. She was doing a book on Caroline Ritter and the work she was doing to expose human trafficking and how it might have led to her disappearance. I was wondering if I could ask you a couple of questions.”

      Missy shook her head. “I don’t know the other woman, but I spoke to Georgina.”

      Olivia licked her lips and flicked her gaze up to me. “My mother, she passed away six months ago.”

      The other woman wrapped her arms around herself. “I am sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “It’s okay. You couldn’t have. Cancer.”

      The other woman nodded but still didn’t invite us in, and she continued to glare warily at me.

      Olivia stood in front of me. “I’m so sorry. This is my associate, Mr. Covington. He’s just here to help me record a few facts.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but then I thought better of it. The woman was clearly afraid and wasn’t letting us in her home. So the more unimposing I could be, the better.

      I just gave her a nod.

      Olivia directed all of her focus on the woman. “Can you tell me what you and my mother spoke about?”

      Missy swallowed hard. “Look, that was some time ago, and I really don’t want to think about it.”

      Livy shifted on her feet as if she was considering giving up. “Please, I just want to understand. Your name was in her notes, but they were incomplete, and I don’t know your connection to what she was working on.”

      The woman looked back in the house, and it was then that I heard children running. She stepped back onto the front step and closed the door behind her. “Listen, I have a new life now. My family doesn’t know.”

      “And they don’t need to,” Olivia said. “I just wanted to know how you relate to the research.”

      “Ten years ago, I was in a night club in Budapest. I met some guy. He said there was an after-party somewhere and was wondering if my friends and I wanted to go with him. But there was no after-party. Our passports were taken, and we were forced to work at a brothel.”

      Olivia’s gasp was sharp. I ground my teeth. The woman in front of me looked barely twenty-five. “How old were you?”

      “Seventeen. I thought I was having a summer holiday. An adventure. Fun. It was the most hellish five years of my life. I was a high commodity. I was a virgin, I was young, and I spoke English. I had met a nice boy at the youth hostel near where we were studying, and he came round and invited me and my mates to a party.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Later, when we finally got home, we learned that some of the locals were paid to identify young British citizens that were in Budapest for a holiday or to study.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you. Interpol broke up that ring and eventually made sure that we all made it home. My family didn’t know where to find me or if I was even still alive.”

      “Do you have the name of an agent or anyone I can contact at Interpol?”

      “Um, yes, I can get the name for you.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      She went inside and came back with a card. “I was to contact him if I ever remembered anything, but I sort of just wanted to forget it all and get on with life. But I kept that card handy. I don’t know why. Whenever I’m afraid, I pull it out, you know?”

      Olivia nodded. “I appreciate you telling me your story. You don’t remember anything about the people who took you?”

      She shook her head. “No. Just a man that was in charge of transporting us. He wasn’t nice. If the devil was a human, he would look like him.”

      Olivia nodded, dug through the files she carried, and pulled out the picture. The one I’d made a copy of. “Was it this man?”

      Missy paled. “Jesus Christ, that’s him. Do you know his name?”

      Olivia shook her head. “No, but I’m working on it.”

      Missy shivered and backed up. “I’m sorry. This is all I can help you with.”

      Olivia smiled. “Thank you. You’ve been so helpful. I’m so sorry to bring this back up for you.”

      “If you’re writing a book to get those people put away, then I’m all for it. The Interpol people could probably tell you more.”

      “Thank you.”

      Missy went back inside and closed the door behind her. Olivia sighed. “We have to find out who the hell this asshole is. I pray to God he’s in jail somewhere, because if he’s not, that means more women around the world are in danger.”

      “Have I told you how beautiful you are when you’re on the hunt?” I opened the door and let her in the car then went around to the other side and settled beside her.

      “Are you sure about that? You know I get in a hyper-focused mode.”

      “I think it’s great. I think you can really crack this whole thing wide open.”

      “Right now, I still feel like I’m fumbling in the dark.”

      “You might feel like that some days, but watching you do this is so inspiring. You’re giving women like that hope.”

      “No. I’m not Interpol. I’m just writing a book. But I don’t know. It’s nice to have a sense of purpose.”

      I took her hand and wrapped mine over it. I was sunk. I was completely in love with her. And I had no idea what to do about it.
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      We were running late for the team meeting after work that evening, so Ben called down for the car, but there had been some accident near the square, so the car was having a hell of a time getting there, and he’d gotten a call just as we’d stepped in the elevator. “I have to head back upstairs. Stay in the lobby with Scott and wait for me before you go outside, okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine. It’s not like I’m alone. There are a million people downstairs in the lobby. I’ll just grab a juice from Pret a Manger or something. I’ll wait for you. I promise, I’m fine.”

      He muttered into the phone. “Hold on a sec.” Then he pulled me in, planting a hard, possessive kiss on my lips. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. You worry too much.”

      “Well, I—” He paused, and I wondered what he was going to say. And then he kissed me on the forehead and stepped back allowing the elevator to close as he returned to his conversation.

      Inside, the butterflies were giddy and fluttery as they flapped merrily in my tummy. Relax. Don’t’ lose your head. Diving headfirst into him was going to be dangerous for my heart. But of course, the giddy, mushy part of me had hoped he was about to say he loved me, but I probably should have known better.

      The ride down was fairly smooth, and I didn’t have any spikes of anxiety or worry. When I reached the bottom floor, it was teeming with people. There were several shops in the main lobby area, and when I passed security, Scott gave me a wave, calling me over. “Mr. Covington says you’re supposed to stay where I can see you. You can head on into the Pret if you want, but then come right back.”

      He hadn’t told me he loved me, but he still insisted on being a possessive ass? “I’m not a child.”

      Scott gave me a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry. Do you want me to go in for you?”

      I gave him a distracted shake of my head. I’d deal with Ben once we were in Belgravia, safely tucked in the townhouse. “No, you have a job to do. You know what, I’ll just wait here in the lobby like a good girl where you can see me and I can see you, and your job will be intact. I’ll save my ire for him.”

      He sighed with relief at both being able to do as he was told and at avoiding the full brunt of my temper. “Thank you, Miss Ashong. I appreciate it.”

      I crossed my arms and grumbled. I just wanted to get home, er… to the townhouse.

      You said home.

      No. I did not.

      Yes, you did.

      There was no point in arguing with myself. I had said home. Shit.

      This was what had gotten me in trouble before, thinking that with the man I loved, everything was going to be some ride off into the sunset, happily ever after scenario. And then it didn’t turn out the way I’d thought.

      I didn’t like the way it felt, and I sure as hell didn’t want to keep feeling this way. Once things were settled, I was getting a place of my own. If I could just be on equal footing with him, maybe I’d feel more like the old me. I needed to remember how that felt. I liked counting on myself.

      “Well, fancy seeing you here.”

      I whirled around as dread skipped up my spine, causing chills to spread out over my body. “Mr. Mills, what are you doing here?”

      “Oh, I was just in the neighborhood. I had a meeting.”

      “This is the London Lords building. Who are you meeting with?”

      Yes, the London Lords had the majority of the building, but they leased out space on the bottom floors. Fenton could be meeting with anyone. But if he was lying, I was going to catch him in it.

      “Well, aren’t you curious? Why don’t you tell me what you’re going here?”

      “I work here. Is there a reason you’re here, Mr. Mills?”

      “Dear, like I said, I had a meeting. Why are you so sensitive today?” He leaned in as if to touch me, and I deliberately stepped back, angling my body so he couldn’t.

      “You seem to appear in a lot of places where I am, and it makes me uncomfortable, if I’m being honest.”

      His brows lifted and he raised his hands. “I have never intended to make you feel uncomfortable. I’ve only ever been kind and wanted to welcome you into the family.”

      Liar. “Well, I’m not your family.”

      As his lips thinned, his gaze narrowed imperceptibly. “I heard from Dexter that you were having some troubles. And honestly…” He took a step toward me, and I took one back. My gaze flickered over to Scott, who was busy directing someone somewhere. “I could certainly help you two kids get back together, but maybe there’s someone else better for you. Someone you’ve never considered before.”

      His creep factor skyrocketed. Way the hell sky high. “Mr. Mills, I need you to step back. You’re crowding me.”

      His brow furrowed and that carefully constructed expression that he always wore in public, twisted into a sneer. “What?”

      “I said, you’re too close and far too familiar. You act like we’re family or friends, but I don’t know you that well and don’t want you touching me. So back the hell off.”

      This time his brows lifted, and the malice in his eyes was plain as day to see. Anger. Resentment. Hatred. Rejection.

      “You’re overreacting, Miss Ashong. I mean, why are you so hysterical?”

      “I’m not hysterical. Just because a woman calls you on your bullshit, it doesn’t mean she’s hysterical. Just because she doesn’t want you to touch her, it doesn’t mean she’s cold or frigid. Just because I don’t smile when I see you, it doesn’t mean you get to comment on who I am as a person. I’m not here for your enjoyment. You need to back off, or I will go to the police and tell them you violated the restraining order.”

      He sputtered. “N-now, now, wait just a minute. Who the hell do you think you are?”

      Adrenaline flooded my system, narrowing my gaze to a single focal point. Fenton Mills. I didn’t dare take my eyes off him, so I was surprised when I heard Ben’s voice. “Mills, is there a reason you’re harassing my girlfriend?”

      Fenton whirled. “Excuse me?”

      Ben glowered at him and then stepped over and placed an arm around me. “My girlfriend, Olivia, you’re harassing her. On my property, no less, and I’ve got you on security cameras doing it.”

      Fenton glanced around. “Like I told Miss Ashong here, I had a meeting on the fifth floor.”

      Ben nodded. “Then you won’t mind us having a look at the log to see who you met with? I can make it a point to encourage them that you meet offsite from now on.”

      “You don’t have the right.”

      “Well, it’s my building. So I can kick out whoever I want if they don’t comply with my requests.”

      Fenton’s gaze bounced back and forth between Ben and me. “I don’t know what the hell you two are on about, but I’m just here meeting a client. If Olivia is having some kind of mental difficulty, maybe she should see someone. But I was just saying hello to a friend. I didn’t mean to cause any consternation.”

      Ben released me and stepped forward into Fenton’s face. “Stop it. Your attempt to gaslight her won’t work. I have you on camera and we have witnesses who have seen Olivia trying to back away from you, and who have no doubt heard her telling you what for. So you can take what’s left of your balls, collect them, and march out of here and never bother her again, or I’m going to get the police involved. She will be backed up. So, what’s it going to be?”

      Jesus Christ, he’d never been hotter.

      Doesn’t it feel nice to have support?

      It sure as hell did.

      Fenton glowered at me one more time, but he backed off. “Well, it was never my intention. I was only saying hello. If you’re going to have a stick up your ass, fine. Next time I see you, I’ll give you a wide berth.”

      I flipped him off, but it was probably Ben’s parting line that scared him. “If you like sticks up your ass, Fenton, that can be arranged. If you come near her again, I’m going to give you exactly what you asked for.” Fenton scurried out of there so quickly I almost choked back a laugh. When Ben turned around, his gaze roamed over me. “Are you okay?”

      “I am fine. I don’t need protection.”

      His brow furrowed then. “Look, all I’m doing—”

      My fingers pressed to his lips. “I was going to say, I don’t need protection, but I’m so glad you came down here when you did. I appreciate it. Thank you.”

      His lips spread into a cocky smirk. “Does that mean I get a thank you present? You know, a good-boyfriend treat?”

      “Oh, you want a kiss?” I stood up on my tiptoes, angling my face up trying to reach him. He took the kiss, but he shook his head when he pulled back. “My idea was for a kiss somewhere else entirely.”

      “Well, that was likely going to happen anyway. How is that a treat?”

      “From your lips, it’s always a treat. Come on, let’s go. But we’re going to let the police know he violated that restraining order.”

      I shook my head. “You scared him off. He’ll back away.”

      Ben took my hand. “It’s not up for discussion. I know you don’t want to cause a fuss. And the idea that this is all being done because of you, makes you uncomfortable. I get it. But I want you safe, and we’re doing this by the book. He has scared you enough, and I’m not taking any more chances. Do you understand?”

      Why did his bossy attitude make me clench all over? I nodded. “Yeah. I was just really looking forward to getting home.”

      “Oh, we’re still going home. The police will come to us.”

      My brows lifted. “I didn’t know that was a thing.”

      “Well, I belong to a very exclusive club, and it comes with certain perks.”

      My lips twitched. “You don’t say.”
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      The following night, I ran my hands through my hair as I stared at my tackboard. There were names, places, and people, faceless people, which was far worse because I knew they existed; I just couldn’t identify them.

      That was how Ben found me. Staring at my pin wall. “What are you doing? You should be in bed, naked, and under me.”

      “Sorry. I went down a rabbit hole.”

      He frowned up at the board. “What’s the problem?”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever figure this out. I started this thing, but I can’t make any sense of this. I’m this close, Ben. I can taste it, but I can’t see it.”

      His voice was calm, soothing. “Easy does it. You’re just feeling frustrated. I mean it’s a mystery, right? Even Interpol hasn’t solved her disappearance. You have to give yourself time.”

      I scrubbed my hands over my face, well aware that I was on a deadline. My editor was going to come calling for pages, and I wasn’t going to have anything to give to him.

      My curls were in complete crunchy, wild disarray. I was in workout gym shorts that I often rolled up. I was pretty sure I had ass hanging out, there was an ice-cream stain on my T-shirt, and I needed a shower. Luckily, I still had to go into the office every day, so the crazy look hadn’t gone on for too long, but it had gone on for long enough. A day and a half of me looking like a crazy person hunched in the library, trying to make sense of a mystery that didn’t make sense, and I was due for a change of scenery.

      Ben tried to wrap his arms around me, but I shook him off. “No, Ben, I’m pretty sure I stink.”

      He shook his head. “No. You always smell amazing to me. I think it’s the stuff you use for your hair. I don’t know why, but I get really horny when I think about coconut and lime.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Oh, you’re ridiculous.”

      “So you keep telling me, but it’s true. Coconut and lime. That’s my aphrodisiac.”

      “Good to know. Because right now my mystery-solving ability is not anybody’s aphrodisiac.”

      “Okay. Let me look. Where are you starting.”

      I pointed to the center at the picture of Caroline. “There.” I went over and pointed again at a photo of Caroline at the Sussex Grand Ballroom in London. “This one is three years ago. The night she disappeared.”

      “Okay, so she was in London. What was she doing here?”

      I rolled my shoulders. Forcing my brain to come back online. I could do this. Maybe I just needed someone to talk to, to walk it through with. I ran my hands through my hair, realizing that my elastic had long since done a runner. Frustrated I reached up, trying to slap it off my face, and when that didn’t work, I tried to tie the front bits into some semblance of a braid. Ben shooed my hands away and instead took my hair in his enormous hands and started to braid it into a very neat French braid. I looked at him, asking, “Do I even want to know how you know how to do this?”

      He shook his head. “Probably not.”

      I might not want to know where he picked up the skill, but I was grateful because I felt marginally better without the random curl tickling a spot of skin I couldn’t quite reach. “Okay, so she was the Sussex Grand Ballroom. She was working for the organization Return Home, and they had been working on a case with Interpol and trying to secure the return of a couple of college students that vanished and were suspected to have been human trafficked.”

      “She was hot on the trail, so she went to a ball?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know why she went to the ball. There are no notes from her personally, only my mother’s speculations, so I can’t be sure.”

      “Okay, so what did your mother think?”

      “My mother thought that Caroline went there to meet someone or to follow someone. But she couldn’t track down a guest list. I’ve called the Sussex Grand Ballroom, who keep meticulous records by the way, and my mother had called them as well. Mom and I ran into the same thing. While there were publicized guest lists for the event the week before, and the event two weeks after, the guest list for that particular event was only kept by the organizer.”

      “Who was the organizer?”

      “ELTPP, just that acronym, and I don’t know what it stands for. It appears to be a shell corporation, and I can’t find any record of ownership. Every time I dig, I find another shell corporation. But by and large, they are the ones who put on the event that night. I don’t know who was on the guest list, but from what my mother could seem to gather, it was the kind of clientele that would make you either shudder or drool. It would have been the kind of people who, well…”

      He sighed and relaxed his hold a little bit as he peered down at me. “People like me?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah, sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Follow the clues. Don’t worry about where they’re going to lead. Just follow them and see what happens.”

      “Right. I don’t know how she got into the event, but I have to assume she was on the trail of human traffickers. And it isn’t too much of a leap to assume that people at the party valued their privacy and were up to no good.”

      He nodded. “That makes sense.”

      I pointed at the photo of a somewhat familiar man. “Now this guy shows up in several other photos. Or at least I think it’s him. He’s always obscured; you never get a clear look. But the thing that gives him away twice is that a burn shows on the back of his hand in both photos.” I pointed to another area of the board. “This is a surveillance photo from Interpol. This woman, Cecilia Alcott, her story sounds like something out of Taken and is very similar to Ms. Stanton’s, who we spoke to yesterday. While on holiday in Croatia, she went to Prague with a friend, and they went to some party with a cute boy. The next thing she knew, she’d been drugged and sold to some rich twat who wanted to deflower a virgin. But you know, the right kind of virgin, period. Rich, educated, white.”

      Ben rubbed at the back of his neck. “Jesus Christ, that’s fucked.”

      “Oh, it gets worse. So one of the first instances Caroline was involved with that we know of was her niece, Sadie. She’s snatched at some rich guy party, held for a few days, then returned after a hefty ransom. But a couple of years later, we have Cecilia Alcott, seventeen at the time, and she gets taken, right? But she’s less lucky than Sadie. Her abductors didn’t know that her father is another fuck-off billionaire,” I said.

      He laughed. “Yep, got it. Fuck-off billionaire.”

      “Well, he was. He left no stone unturned in finding his daughter. He called in the most unsavory of unsavory people from a mercenary team. They located her within three weeks. And she was in bad shape, but they did get her back.”

      “Okay, so did she tell anyone anything about her attacker, her abductors?”

      I shook my head. “She was too drugged up and obviously terrified. She refused to ever talk about it or even describe the man who took her.”

      “Fuck, of course.”

      “Yeah. So after being rescued, she lived by herself in a swank New York penthouse that her father bought for her. All the bells and whistles. Basically, she never had to leave if she didn’t want to. But, check out the surveillance photo taken by Interpol across the street as they were watching to see if she would come out and they could speak to her. Her father’s bulldogs were planted at the door and never moved. She had a full security detail anytime she left to go see her family. Her father was taking no more risks with her.”

      “Do you think she was targeted on purpose because of him?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I mean, it can’t be discounted. So anyway, Interpol is watching and waiting to speak to her. And look who is in the frame of one of their photos. You still can’t see his face, but look right there.” I pointed to the image. “It’s the same burn.”

      Ben peered closer, swallowed. “Holy fuck. That’s him.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. So the same guy that’s at these fancy black-tie events, the kind of parties you will pay hundreds of thousands of dollars a table for, he’s watching this girl who got away. You don’t see his face, but he’s easily identifiable enough.”

      Ben whistled low and released me as he studied each of the images. “Are these all the photos?”

      I shook my head. “No. I have a bunch more in the box. I just haven’t put them up yet because I don’t know where they go or how they fit with the timeline.”

      I watched him as he rubbed at the stubble on his jaw, perched on the arm of the couch looking sleep rumpled and still good enough to eat with a spoon. “What’s your best guess?”

      “I definitely think something surrounding her anti-trafficking work got her in trouble. But that’s hardly a secret. Interpol alludes to it even though they won’t tell me anything specific. But if she was trying to follow this man, he very well could have killed her. Or it might not have anything to do with her work at all. I just don’t know. But my money is on this guy. I think maybe he works for the traffickers.”

      His brow furrowed. “You think he works for human traffickers? But why go after Cecilia?”

      “I don’t know, unless they are afraid she can identify them. I haven’t been able to talk to her. She has one hell of a bulldog for a publicist. I have tried to go through Interpol, I have tried the publicist, and I even considered posing as a maid in the building. Hell, I even had Telly try to hack her way in to access her, but she didn’t have any luck. It’s like the darkest black hole surrounds her. And there she is, a little spot of light. And I can’t get to her to ask her any questions.”

      His brow furrowed even more. “Liv, I obviously have a whole slew of concerns about this.”

      “What do you mean? You don’t want me chasing this down?” No way he was going to bench me now. He’d always been so supportive.

      He swallowed. “I support you digging into this; I just want you to do it as safely as possible. And remember what Sadie said. The parties she used to frequent. The kind of men in attendance. They are rich, powerful, and they like underage girls. People like that will be dangerous, and they will have the power to protect themselves.”

      I watched him closely. There was something he wasn’t saying. His eyes were filled with concern, and I could tell he was working hard to not stick me in a protective bubble. “They sound like the kind of men you might know.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “Well, considering I have my own force of bodyguards around me all the time, I think I’ll be okay. I’m just missing a piece. And I think this guy with the burned hand is the missing piece. He’s the key.”

      “Okay, so three years ago, Caroline vanishes. How long before that did she start investigating?”

      “Three years before her disappearance. It started with Sadie’s abduction, then with a woman she knew from the Medicorp. A friend of a friend’s daughter had gone missing. The authorities were no help, Interpol was no help. But these girls, wealthy, but not so wealthy that they’d be noticeable, daughters of businessmen, but not famous businessmen, were being abducted and occasionally returned.”

      “You’re thinking this started accidentally with Sadie. But then grew into something more?”

      He got it. “Yes. I mean this is so far out there, but the kind of people that go to these events, elite people, they’re bored with their lives, with everything. And what’s the ultimate taboo? Sex, no matter how you like it, there’s something always a little bit forbidden about it. And imagine if it’s the ultimate forbidden. Young virgins, bluebloods, pure. Daughters of men that you might know.”

      Ben blinked at me several times. “You’re bloody serious.”

      “Unfortunately. It’s horrible, isn’t it? What’s more horrible is that no one cares when it’s penniless, nameless girls, but what’s unusual about this is that no one cares when it’s rich teenagers who are missing. Because by and large, everyone should care. But still, Interpol can’t get anyone to talk.”

      “Unless people are being paid not to talk.”

      “Exactly. So my mom theorized that there’s this whole network, that they pass around these girls and they must have some kind of code. If two have been returned, one by force of her father going to get her, and the other on her own, how many others are there like this? Those whose families never called the authorities. Those whose families don’t even know to call Interpol or just aren’t paying attention and don’t know that they’re gone. They just assume their daughter is in St. Moritz or something. And the women are too afraid to talk. That’s what my mother thought anyway. Now I just have to prove it.”

      “Jesus Christ, and you pieced that all together from your mother’s notes and the obscure photos of a man with a burn scar on his hand?”

      “I’m so close. I can feel it.”

      “Liv, you need to be careful.”

      “I’m not coming after anyone; I’m not Interpol. I’m just digging through files and trying to tell a story. Besides, I think I already have one set of people trying to kill me. Anyone else will need to join the queue.”

      He puffed out a breath. “Please don’t joke about that.”

      “Sorry. Too soon? It’s just that when my mom asked me to finish it for her, I promised I would. I just need to put all these pieces together.”
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      I paced the length of Bridge’s all-white living room as more and more of our team piled in. I didn’t know how in the world this had gone from a small endeavor to something much larger. I was okay with East, and Bridge, and Drew, of course, and I begrudgingly accepted Livy in the situation. And, obviously, we needed Lucas. Jessa, Roone, they were trusted family, of course. But it was difficult to keep a secret with so many damn people.

      And now Livy was campaigning for Telly to be included. After all, she already knew what part of this was about. She’d decrypted the file. And then Telly had wanted her guy from New York up to speed on things too.

      With everyone piled into the room and drinks served, I stepped forward. “Right, thanks for coming. Obviously, we now need to be a little more careful with so many of us. We don’t want to take any chances if anyone puts two and two together. So, where are we?”

      Livy spoke up. “Well, we’ve put out feelers for an invitation to the Art for Charity lunch. We should get word back in a day or two. It should be an easy get.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Cool. Let us know as soon as you’ve heard.”

      I turned my gaze to Roone. “Security at the event?”

      “It’s pretty standard. I have Ariel looking into any hidden blind spots. It won’t be at the Van Linsted estate, so it’ll be easier to get the jewel out. But, considering that thing is insured for two hundred million dollars, April’s going to have a security detail. So Lucas is going to make sure that they never have any reason to even suspect that what’s on her wrist isn’t the real deal.”

      Bridge rubbed the back of his neck. “Explain to me why we can’t just break in and steal it under the cover of darkness?”

      East laughed. “Mate, have you been paying zero attention? That thing is kept at the Van Linsted estate, and while we were able to walk out of there with some files, they keep their diamonds three floors down, surrounded by walls of cement and steel. We’d need more technical expertise than we have currently on hand, several other sets of hands, and one hell of a distraction. And likely we’d need some kind of sacrifice to the gods.”

      Bridge cracked his neck. “We’re putting Jessa in the line of fire. This still makes me nervous.”

      Roone lifted his chin in the direction of Bridge, as if to say a silent thank you. Jessa, on the other hand, just rolled her eyes. “Bridge has a point. But Lucas is the best, right Lucas?”

      The prince grinned. “Of course, I am. Bridge, do you need a watch, mate?”

      The way Lucas said mate made East snort a laugh. Bridge scowled when he glanced at his wrist, and then his eyes went wide before a deep furrow appeared on his brow. “Fucking-ay. Seriously?”

      Lucas shrugged. “You seemed resistant. I had to show you I am actually pretty good at what I do.”

      “Yeah, you surely could steal, but can you put it back?”

      Lucas grinned. “You should probably check your pocket.”

      Bridge lifted a brow in suspicion and then reached into his breast pocket. Sure enough, there was his watch. I watched my friend chuff a laugh and shake his head. “Okay fine, you’ve proven your skill. Fair enough.”

      Drew bounced from foot to foot nervously by the door. “Have you forgotten what the crucial elements are? First, she’ll have to wear it for us to steal the diamond. Second, Rowan Downs is going to help us by swaying the vote. All well and good. But we still have one crucial problem. We haven’t put up a name for the vote. We need an opponent to put up against Bram Van Linsted.”

      I was afraid he was going to bring that up. Those fucking bylaws. I hated them. But Drew was right, we needed to come up with a replacement.

      I glanced at East, and he laughed before I could even formulate the thought. “Mate, no fucking way. You know I don’t want that headache. Plus, it would mean dealing with my father. No way.”

      Bridge just folded his arms. I knew Bridge was a bad choice. No one would support him, which really only left Drew or someone controllable.

      Drew nodded. “I’m the easy choice. It makes sense. The Five will like my pedigree.”

      “I’m fine with it.”

      East and Bridge exchanged glances as East spoke up. “Drew is the logical choice, but Ben you actually have a better pedigree. You father was a Prime Minister. You’ve never wanted power. It works.”

      I blinked in surprise.

      Bridge shrugged. “I don’t know what pedigree you’re talking about, but if we’re talking about Ben being a leader or some shit, it makes sense. He even has that arsehole swagger to him.”

      East gave Drew a sheepish smile. “Sorry, mate, Ben screams leader. Those twats will be more than happy to follow him.”

      I appreciated the vote of confidence, but there were some hard truths to face. “You all are forgetting one simple little thing. I can’t stand the Elite. I hate everything they stand for.”

      Jessa smiled. “Well, at the end of the day, you could probably dismantle it from the inside.”

      “No. I don’t want it. Drew is the better choice.”

      East and Bridge shrugged. “Drew works too. Look, the point is to serve someone up by the next meeting.”

      “Drew, are you ready for that?” I asked. There’s going to be a lot of scrutiny, and the Van Linsteds are going to be coming for you.”

      “My receipts are clean, mate. Nothing to find. They can’t come for me with anything.”

      “Okay then, we’re in agreement. Drew is our man. How many do you need for a nomination?”

      “I just need a motion and a second. As long as two of you knobs turns up to the meeting, I’m good.”

      I nodded. “All right. So, the meeting is in two weeks. Drew, you’re the man. We will have the invite in the next day or so.” I glanced around the room, meeting everyone’s gazes. “Are you sure you’re all in? It’s going to be—”

      The door swung open with a bang and clatter, and Bryna stumbled in. Her eyes blinked as they adjusted to the light in the room. Lucas stood immediately. “Bryna, what are you doing here?”

      “Do you understand what I had to do to follow you?”

      He swallowed hard and glanced around. “What?”

      “I had to put a tail on you, but you ditched me. So then, I had to resort to the tail I’d put on Jessa.”

      Jessa stood up. “You put a tail on me?”

      Bryna smiled at Jessa sheepishly. “That friends app sure came in handy.”

      Jessa frowned at her phone. “Damn.”

      Lucas crossed his arms. “That was you following me?”

      “Yeah, it was. So, I see some of the usual suspects. Ben.” Her gaze flickered to Bridge and she smiled. “Oh, hey, handsome. I remember you from the wedding.” And then she smiled warmly at East. “And East, right?”

      East grinned at her. “Lady Bryna.”

      “Do you guys mind if I steal my fiancé for a minute?”

      She dragged him from the room and then closed the door. Unfortunately, we could hear every damn word thanks to the acoustics in there. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      His voice was hushed compared to her angry one. “I’ll explain it to you later.”

      “Nope, you’ll explain it to me now.”

      Livy winced. “Should we be listening?”

      Roone chuckled and inched closer to the door. “Who are you kidding? Of course, we need to listen in on this.”

      Jessa tried to pull him away, but he was far too strong.

      Inside the room, Bryna said, “You don’t trust me.”

      “It’s not about that. I do. I just don’t want you anywhere near this.”

      “I am team Winston Isles, you idiot.”

      “I know that, but this isn’t the Winston Isles.”

      “Are you bored? Is that what this is?”

      “A little. It’s hard to explain,” he muttered.

      Her voice was shaky when she asked, “You’re bored. With me?”

      There was a beat of silence, then his voice went soft. “No. This isn’t about you. I love you. This is about me. I have no idea what my place is. What I have to offer you.”

      There was some shuffling and what sounded like crying before Bryna murmured, “I think we need to talk about this later.”

      “That’s what I said. You dragged me in here having a full-on tantrum.”

      We all winced. Even I knew that was not the right thing to say. There was a long beat of silence, and then Bryna shoved open the door and stalked out. Jessa glanced from Lucas to Roone and back to her brother again, and then rolled her eyes before going after Bryna. “You fucked up, you idiot.”

      Lucas threw his hands up. “What?”

      Roone clapped him on the shoulder. “Listen, she’ll settle down. Jessa will talk to her.”

      “I’m not sure she’s going to let this one go.”

      The tension swirled around the room, thick enough to suffocate, so I tried to let him off the hook if need be. “Look, we can run the play with someone else.”

      “No, it needs both Jessa and I. Bryna will be okay.”

      Somehow, I doubted that. “If you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure. I need to do this, and this is what we’re doing. End of discussion.”

      “Right. In that case, let’s make sure we get those invites.”

      Livy nodded. “I’ll follow up. Make sure it happens.”

      Her gaze flickered toward the door Bryna and Jessa had gone out of, and I could tell she was internalizing the fight between Lucas and Bryna. If they couldn’t work, how would we? Especially through something like this?

      I would just have to show her that we could. It might take a little convincing.
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      The knock on my door yanked me out of my reverie. I found East leaning against the jamb, a look of consternation drawing his features. “Mate, what’s up?”

      “I ran the facial recognition software on the photo you gave me. Initially, nothing came up, but then I paid a little backdoor visit to our pals in the US. The NSA keeps track of everybody.”

      My brows lifted. “You did what?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Oh, relax. I didn’t get caught.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ, East, you were the one who told us to keep a low profile, remember?”

      “I know. But I knew I’d seen that guy’s face before.”

      “What guy?”

      “The photo from Livy and the research she’s doing for her book. It’s Evan Zolov. He’s Chechen, I believe. But more importantly, I remember him because I saw him before when we were kids.”

      I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “It was during some training session at the Van Linsted estate. I don’t know where you were. I think it was when you had pneumonia or something.”

      I sat forward. “Yeah?”

      “I fucked something up. Well, Drew and I fucked up. We were so hungover and we were just looking for a place to throw up. We wandered out of bounds and saw that bloke there.”

      East strode in laid his phone faceup on my desk. “He works for the Van Linsteds. He’s a cleaner. Drew and I hadn’t even gotten far. We’d just opened a couple of doors looking for the loo to pray to the porcelain god. Security found us and then stuck us in Marcus Van Linsted’s office for two hours. Then that guy walked in, and it was interrogation 101. They separated us. He took me somewhere else while his friend dealt with Drew.”

      I sat back and ran my hands through my hair. “What the fuck?”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t put two and two together before, but I didn’t get a hit until I hit the NSA. His record? Completely expunged. All his dirty mercenary deeds are gone. It’s like he barely exists except for when he needs to exist. The guy is a ghost, mate.”

      “Christ. Why can’t one goddamn thing be easy?”

      “I don’t know. How’s Livy holding up?”

      “You’ve met her. She says she’s fine.”

      East chuckled. “All the while freaked out but holding it all in?”

      My lips quirked into a smile. “Oh, so you have met her.”

      My mate leaned into my desk. “You’ve got it bad, don’t you?”

      “Is it that fucking obvious?” I asked as I scrubbed a hand down my face. “It’s bad East. I’m always worried about her. I keep trying to think of new and inventive ways to protect her. And she doesn't want any of that. She’s demanding her independence.”

      “And how are you dealing with her needing to be independent?”

      Terribly. “I’m not crowding her.”

      “Would she say you’re not crowding her?”

      I rubbed my jawline. “She doesn’t appreciate me trying to protect her.”

      He rubbed his jaw. “How does she feel about the house? Even better, how do you feel about the house?”

      I frowned. “Where are you going with this? The house is fine. It’s a house.”

      East laughed then. “Mate, it doesn’t escape our notice that you haven’t lived in Covington House since you built it, until Livy came along.”

      “I’ve been there.”

      “Yeah sure, you’ve been there, but you haven’t actually lived there since Lila.”

      I swallowed hard. “We’re not talking about her.”

      “You don’t have to talk to me, but you should probably talk to Liv about it, about her, the whole thing.”

      “Why do I have to talk to her about Lila?”

      “So she’ll know what the fuck happened. Mate, how are you so fucking smart and so dumb? You need to let her in. You’re into her. She settles you.”

      “You’ve got the wrong London Lord. You mean Bridge.”

      “No, I mean you. You’re clearly in love with her. It’s written all over you.”

      It felt like he was strangling me with the truth. “It’s not a love thing.”

      “Yeah, you can keep telling yourself that, but you’ve already proven that you will do anything to protect her, keep her safe, and that you’re willing to sacrifice on her behalf. You’re also showing your irrationality when it comes to things like talking to her about what she wants and how she’s feeling. Ben, speaking as someone who loves you, you can be a lot.”

      “I’m not a lot.”

      “I’m just saying you’ve got to consider how she feels about this whole thing. Her life has been taken over by London Lords, by you. There’s no breathing room, man. So, obviously, we can’t offer breathing room right now, because her life is in danger. But maybe you should try to tell her that you understand how she must be feeling. Open up to her. If you don’t, she’ll bolt the moment she’s free.”

      My fists clenched at that. Fuck. He knew me too well. I didn’t like it one bit. “Is there any chance you’ll stop talking about this and leave me be?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. You’ve been running from yourself for a long damn time. Now there’s someone in your life who you can care about. Of course, you need to explore it.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You keep saying that. But if you don’t tell her that you love her, she won’t know. Then she’ll start making plans to be extra independent when this is all over. You love her, so tell her. If you want to keep her, hold on to her, be honest. You’re going to have to talk to her and tell her point blank.”

      “I just… I don’t want to think about what happens if she doesn’t love me enough. I’ll be gutted, mate.”

      “Well, man, that’s the thing about love, right? It’s a risk. And you’ve gone a long time without taking any risk. So you focused on the things you can do. Protect her, give her a job, and give her the fantastic lifestyle. But maybe ask what she wants because you don’t want to try to give her all of these things if she doesn’t want them.”

      “You been back at the head doc lately?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve been listening to Dr. Phil’s podcast.”

      I groaned. “That bloke?”

      “Hey,” he pointed at me, “to each their own. But talk to the woman. I like her for you. She keeps you on your toes.” With that, he pushed away from the desk and stood. Then I watched him walk out of my office.

      He was right. I was going to have to talk to her. And I wasn’t sure why, but that was somehow scarier than the idea of losing her entirely.
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      It had been three damn days since I’d heard from the charity board. The team was coming over for a meeting, and I had nothing to offer.

      My one job, my one goal, and I couldn’t make it happen.

      I chewed my thumbnail as I grabbed the wine glasses for the Team Winston Isles meeting, finally at Ben’s house for the first time.

      The phone rang as I was opening the wine. I set the ridiculously expensive bottle of South African red on the table and ran to grab my phone out of my purse where it sat on the coffee table. “Hello, this is Olivia.”

      “Oh, Olivia Ashong, this is Alia Reynolds from April Van Linsted’s office.”

      “Yes, thank you so much for getting back to me. I hope you have good news.” God, I would offer my first born if I had to.

      “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but Mrs. Van Linsted just doesn’t see the benefit of having Princess Jessa attend. Given that the event is already so packed and the princess won’t get a chance to speak, it just won’t happen this time. We’re so sorry.”

      I ground my teeth. “What do you mean, Princess Jessa is not a benefit?”

      “She’s really looking for speakers who can inspire and move conversations forward, and while Princess Jessa is royalty, she’s just not what we’re looking for right now. All the best.” She hung up and I stared at the phone.

      Dammit. What was I going to do?

      When Ben came downstairs, that was how he found me, leaning against the massive island on the verge of tears. He wrapped his arm around my waist then turned me around for a hug. He blinked in surprise when he saw the food on display. “Wow, this is one hell of a spread.”

      “Yes, well, the caterers went overboard when I told them it was for you.”

      “But still, it looks amazing. It looks like someone lives here and entertains all the time.”

      I absently glance around. “Oh that. I got some candles and things. It’s not a big deal.”

      He pulled back and studied me, his brows furrowed. “What’s wrong with you? You’re making that face you make when you want to punch something.” He grinned. “Usually, the thing you want to punch is me, so you can understand my concern.”

      I rolled my lips in to try to get a hold on my emotions. I was not going to cry, prickly eyes notwithstanding. I could find a solution for this. “Sorry, I’m just upset. I just got the call. There’s no invite for Jessa. Lucas maybe, but as a bachelor for a gentlemen’s auction.”

      His lips pressed together. “Fuck. Let me guess, April Van Linsted herself declined?”

      I shrugged. “No. She had her charity chairperson do it.” I tried to pull free from his arms. “I need to tell the team. We need to come up with another plan, post haste.”

      He didn’t release me though. Instead, he held tight. “This isn’t on you. You didn’t fail.”

      “Yes, I did,” I argued.

      “No. This is April Van Linsted trying to exert control. We’ll figure out another way.”

      Ben held me like that for several long moments. Strong arms wrapped protectively around me until I could breathe. Until I could think. There was a solution to this problem. I just had to figure it out.

      When the rest of the team arrived, we all gathered in the great room which had a massive sectional that somehow still managed to be comfortable and a giant screen TV.

      Over the course of the last week or so, he’d ask me what would make me more comfortable, and he’d added some throws and cushions. He was moving me in.

      This is only temporary.

      Unfortunately, the bad news was that it was only going to make things more difficult.

      When everyone settled in, I broke the news. As I spoke, Jessa’s brow furrowed. “Wait, what does she mean that I’m not important enough to speak and she already has a full roster? That’s bullshit.”

      Lucas scowled from the corner. “Damn fucking right, it’s bullshit. That’s some racist shit if I’ve ever heard it.”

      Ben added fuel to that fire. “Fucking arseholes. The Van Linsteds are the worst. Publicly, she’ll say all the right things. But this kind of behavior? I should sic the press on her.”

      Lucas shook his head. “No. No press. It draws attention, which is the last thing we want. The problem is, obviously, I don’t know how you’re going to get what you need.”

      Bridge folded his arms. Of the three London Lords, I interacted with him the least. He seemed smart, but there was something aloof and a little bit intimidating about him. I knew that he had a fiancée. So I figured any opportunity he got, he was spending time with her. His voice was low when he said, “I say we just buy it.”

      East scrubbed a hand down his face. “It’s estimated worth is two hundred million. We could make an anonymous bid to buy it.”

      Ben shifted in his seat, his gaze on mine. “Yeah, but the problem is that if we make a bid to buy it, the Van Linsteds will wonder who’s after it. It has sentimental value to them too.” He rubbed his jaw and continued. “If someone tries to take it, they might hold on to it even tighter. We have to figure out something else.”

      Lucas sat forward in the corner chair. I noticed that even though Bryna was at the meeting, the two of them weren’t sitting together. She sat on the sectional next to East, who was the focus of much of Lucas’s ire. When I sent a questioning look to Jessa, she just rolled her eyes as if to say not to bother asking.

      Lucas’s voice was deep and laced with worry when he spoke. “All right, this puts us in break-into-the-vault territory. It’s going to take money and resources, but it can be done. It’ll just cost us.”

      My eyes went wide. “The vault? At the Van Linsted Estate?” Surely he couldn’t be serious. There was no way we’d make it out of there alive. And if, on the off chance we did, we’d end up wearing some very unattractive jumpsuits.

      He nodded. “We’ll need a team for this. One we can trust. We’re running out of time. We’ll need to call in a few favors.”

      I frowned as I considered the alternative. “Has anyone given any thought to the fact that maybe Rowan Downs knew this might happen? That this might be a setup, and he wants us to make an attempt at it?”

      Bridge watched me with an intent gaze. “For what reason?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he likes having the Van Linsteds in power and you’ve just been led to believe differently.” It sounded crazy, but anything was possible.

      Bridge rubbed his strong jaw with long fingers. For the first time I actually paid attention to just how handsome Ben, East, and Bridge were. To Ben, he said, “Keep this one. She’s smarter than the last.”

      Ben’s chuckle was soft. “Don’t I know it.”

      “Well, I’m glad to have your seal of approval. But should we trust him?”

      Jessa pushed to her feet and started pacing. “We have no way of knowing. But either way, we’re not going to play into their hands. There’s another solution.” We all tracked her movements. “Hear me out. There is a precious gems exhibit at the Montague Museum.”

      I sat up straighter, my eyes going wide. “Oh my God, Amelia Montague is a friend of yours.”

      Jessa grinned. “Oh, yes. She certainly is. She’ll help us pull this off.”

      Ben’s gaze went back and forth between me and Jessa. “The heiress? What are we missing?”

      Jessa clapped excitedly. “Amelia Montague is the name in London fashion. Any socialite worth her salt wants to be in with her.”

      I grinned. “She’s one of Anna Wintour’s frequent collaborators.”

      “That’s right,” Jessa added with a nod. “There is no way April will be able to resist attending. We’ll carry out the same plan and swap the pieces at the event.”

      Lucas shook his head as he stood to join his sister. “Nope. I have a better plan. The Van Linsteds feel themselves important. So have Amelia personally invite her to display the bracelet at the event, and we’ll make the switch while it’s in transit, completely distancing ourselves from having to make personal contact.”

      East whistled low. “Mate, that’s downright bold.”

      “It keeps everyone safe. No one will be implicated, and it’s simple. If we do it right, no one will even know it’s been switched. Most importantly, it keeps everyone safe. Only essential people will be involved.”

      Bridge leaned forward. “Who are you thinking?”

      Lucas shrugged. “Me. Probably East for tech support. Roone for muscle in case shit gets risky.

      Bryna stood. “I’ll be joining you too. You need a watch tower or whatever you call it. I’m good on comms, and I can listen for trouble.”

      “Bryn—” He started to speak, but she held up a hand, effectively cutting him off.

      “Now is probably not the time to argue with me.”

      He looked like he wanted to argue some more but he shut his mouth abruptly when she narrowed her gaze.

      Ben spoke up then. “I don’t want to get involved with this marital tension, but Bryna has a point. This involves all of us. We at least need to attend the function. We can all have a role because this is a team effort. No lone excursions.”

      Lucas looked like he might mutiny, but everyone else agreed, and his fiancée and the London Lords outvoted him.

      Team effort for the win.
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      “Okay. So once you start sautéing the onions and you get them to that point where they’re almost transparent, then you add the ginger and the garlic.”

      Ben peered inside the pot, staring dubiously at the onions. “Yeah, but when do you add the potatoes?”

      I laughed and wrapped my arms around his waist as he stirred. “Just be patient. That’s the thing about Ghanaian food. It takes forever. It’s about the journey and the process.”

      “So, what you’re telling me is that I can’t just call Elias to come and do this?”

      I whacked him on the arm. “No. The way to my heart is through food. Show me you can cook the food of my people.”

      “You know, I do like you a lot, and I actually don’t want to poison you.”

      My heart pinched a little with the L-word. Like.

      What, you expected him to say, love?

      No, I didn’t expect anything. But it still pinched.

      Just tell him you’re in love with him.

      Oh, no. I wasn’t going to do that.

      When he had the onions where they were meant to be, he then added the garlic and ginger and leaned forward to sniff. “Smells right, I think.”

      I laughed. “Yeah. That smells right. So sauté that for a bit and let the aromas seep in, and then we’re going to add the tomato paste so you can cook that down a little.”

      “Yeah, cooking is difficult.”

      “I know. God forbid the billionaire figures out how to do it.”

      “I can do things.”

      I laughed. “Yes, I know you can do things.”

      He started to turn. “If you want, I could show you I can do things right now.”

      I giggled and hopped out of the way before he could sweep me into a kiss and distract me. “No, you’re cooking. Focus on the task at hand.”

      “Fine. But you know, this isn’t a stew like I’m used to.”

      “I know, but all our stews are tomato based. Onions and tomato, they’re your friends. Everything else comes in after.”

      “Good to know.”

      The doorbell rang, and he made a move to go answer the door. He’d given most of the staff the night off because he wanted us to be together and not have to watch our words. Tomorrow was going to be stressful enough without having a shitty sleep tonight. We didn’t need to be stressed out worrying about what we said too. “No, you stay here. I’ll get it.”

      “Well, check the damn security monitor.”

      I squeezed his forearm. Smiling, my inner diva marveled at the thickness of his muscles. “I’m not a moron. I know. I’ll make sure to check the security camera.”

      I started untying my apron as I left the kitchen. I got to the security camera and saw a familiar face. I opened the door and said, “Bridge? What’s the matter?”

      “We’ve got a fucking problem.”

      “Okay, Ben’s in the kitchen.”

      Bridge marched past me at a fast clip. His legs were so long I had to run to keep up with him. “What’s wrong?”

      When he stepped into the kitchen, he stopped abruptly, causing me to bump into his back. And Jesus, the guy was solid. It was like hitting my face on a brick wall.

      I squeezed around him. “What’s the rush?”

      Ben turned around. “Hey, you joining us for dinner?”

      Bridge just stared at him, blinking owlishly. He turned to face me, and then his gaze skittered back to Ben. “Are you cooking?”

      Ben threw up his hands. “What, why does everyone say that? I can do things.”

      Bridge just shook his head and then slapped down a newspaper. A copy of the London Times. “It’s about the Montague and April.”

      Ben nodded his head at me. “Read it out loud, love.”

      I found the article and quickly scanned it until I reached the part that obviously mattered. “April Van Linsted, wife of Marcus Van Linsted of the Van Linsted Diamond Conglomerate, will be in attendance at the Gem Gala held at the Montague Museum. While the family’s famous Canary Jewel was initially expected to be part of the exhibit, it is said that Mrs. Van Linsted will, in fact, be wearing the jewel instead.”

      Ben bit out a curse as he leaned onto the island. “What the fuck are we going to do?”

      Bridge shook his head. “Motherfuck if I know. Lucas, Roone, and Jessa are already on their way.”

      Ben lifted his head, his gaze meeting mine, and I could tell he was thinking. “Fuck, they have our goddamned playbook.”

      Bridge frowned at that. “I mean, do they?”

      Ben glanced up. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, what we need to do has been made increasingly more difficult. You think Rowan has sold us out? Olivia suggested it herself.”

      Nervous that the plan might change because of something I’d suggested during the team meeting, I said, “I only mentioned it as a possibility. But why would he get you to agree to steal the jewel in the first place?”

      “You don’t know the Elite.”

      He was right. I didn’t know them. They worked in the world of secrets and favors and oaths. I worked in the light.

      Bridge ran a hand through his tousled dark hair. I’d never noticed how the ends curled slightly. It was always perfectly coiffed. “This doesn’t feel good, Ben. Something is very, very wrong.”

      Ben nodded slowly. “I agree. We just have to look at this and figure out how the hell to adjust.”

      Within twenty minutes, the rest of the team arrived, and all of us threw out ideas on how to do what we needed to do in the time that we had. After a half hour of arguing and discussing the most outlandish ideas, Lucas shushed us all. “Look, you all wanted to be involved? Well, be involved. This has become a straight-up heist. It’s going to require all of us, and we’re going to need some additional help.”

      Ben shook his head. “I don’t want anyone involved that doesn’t have to be.”

      “Relax. We’re going to keep this in the family.”

      Roone popped a meat pie into his mouth and spoke as he chewed. “Are you calling Sebastian?”

      Lucas choked out a laugh. “What? No. I’m calling the Chases. For this plan to work, we’ll need some extra hands.”

      I frowned and turned to Ben. He’d actually managed to make some passable jollof rice in the end. I was almost impressed. “Who are the Chases?”

      “The easiest explanation is extended family. But that’s another long story.”

      “Okay, more family. Is it wise to be staging a jewel heist with your family members?”

      He chuckled at that. “Probably not. But right now we don’t have a choice.”

      Bryna slid a glance toward Lucas. They still weren’t standing next to each other, but once or twice their eyes met, and it felt like the whole room was going to combust. I surmised that they had probably had some version of makeup sex but still had issues to work out.

      Been there, done that.

      Ben turned to Lucas. “All right, mate, let’s hear it. What’s the plan?”

      Lucas stopped to think. “I promise you we’ll get you what you need.” He turned his gaze to me. “And we’ll get the Elite off your ass.”

      Ben prompted him. “Yeah, but what exactly are we going to have to do?”

      “You’re not going to like it. You’re not going to like it one bit.”
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      Lucas was right; I didn’t like this. Every time I turned around Livy was entrenching herself deeper into this world. The one I fought to keep her out of. If I had my way, she would be far the fuck away from this.

      She needed to feel useful. Needed to take some control over her life.

      I understood that, but it didn’t mean I had to like it. It was perfectly reasonable for me to want her out of harm’s way.

      As we cleaned up after the meeting, I looked around and could clearly see her stamp on everything. Over the last week, I’d added art I thought she might like. She’d brought in colorful throw pillows and candles.

      What was it with women and candles? She had added more in just a few days, than I’d managed to accumulate in the years I had owned the place. Sure, I had a designer come in and deco it out in the most elegant, beautiful, expensive, hard to acquire items, but it hadn’t felt like home.

      Apparently, things didn’t feel homey until things were left out of place. Until they were slightly messy. Not even messy, really, but just being able to tell that she’d used a throw on the couch made me feel like someone lived here. It was what I’d been missing the whole time.

      Once the great room was mostly picked up for the cleaning staff in the morning, she eased herself on to the couch and glanced up at me. “Do you want to tell me why you’re in a mood?”

      I crossed my arms. Instead of joining her on the couch, I picked the soft leather chair across from her. I knew well enough to choose my words wisely. “I’m not in a mood. But I do think you should probably talk things over with me before you suggest them to the team at large.”

      Her dark eyes blinked owlishly at me. Then again, “I’m sorry, are we shagging, or are you my father?”

      That filter I knew to employ failed me at a critical time. “It depends. If you have daddy fantasies, I can be both.”

      She shuddered. “Eww. You’re in a mood and you’re making jokes?”

      This was all wrong. Maybe I needed to start over. You think? “You want a drink? Let me grab us a drink.”

      “By all means, you go ahead. Take all the time you need to try to reassess the words that came out of your mouth.”

      Shit. I stood and poured myself a scotch, trying to simultaneously rein in my temper and find words that weren’t going to set her off. “I’m never going to like you putting yourself in danger. I thought you were big on communicating. Maybe if you’d talked to me about this plan of yours, I wouldn’t be feeling the urge to lock you in a tower where you’d be safe.” I watched as her shoulders rose with her chest and then settled again.

      “There you go again with that dictatorial attitude. It’s not going to work out for you. Can’t we just agree that, like it or not, I’m part of this?”

      I ground my teeth. “Fine.”

      “Can we agree that maybe, just maybe, I might see something that you don’t? Like today, the alternate solution?”

      “Yes, but—”

      She didn’t let me finish. “Look, Ben. I appreciate you wanting to look out for me. But at some point, we’re going to have to agree to disagree. I’m part of this. I have been since that flash drive was tucked into my purse.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and muttered a succinct “shit” under my breath. I’d fucked up so royally that night.

      “I’m not saying that to mess with your head. I’m saying that we’re here now, and trying to stick me back in the tower after I’ve used ingenuity to find my way out is ridiculous. I get that you’re worried. Hell, I’m worried. I’m terrified. But you need to remember that I’m not weak. When the bad guys come, I’m not going to cower and scream in a corner. I’ll be right next to you, fighting.” She pushed to her feet, walking over until she stood in front of me. “If you’re planning on sitting out the fight, then great, we’ll sit at home together. But if you’re in it, so am I.”

      I worked my jaw. She had a point. I knew it was important to her to have a say, some modicum of control over her life. But Christ, I didn’t have to be happy about it. “I still don’t like it.” I rubbed at the stubble on my jaw and tried not to think about how she’d held her own in that alley the night of the attempted mugging. Or how she’d fought off an attacker in my loft and made her way to me wearing nothing but a T-shirt.

      She was a force. You need to accept that or lose her.

      Just the idea of that had my gut knotting. “I’ll try.”

      “That’s all I can ask. I’m not weak. Give me a chance to show that.”

      “You’re right. You’re not.” I sipped my scotch, letting the liquid fire chase away the chill of worry even if temporarily.

      She bit her lip as she took my hands. “For the record, I don’t like you being involved in this either. Bram Van Linsted has a hard-on for you guys. And not in a fun let’s-try-a-threesome kind of way.”

      A cough sputtered from my lips before the full meaning of her words had even sunk in. And then the coughing seizure began as the liquor traversed the wrong path. “Livy!”

      She grinned. “Sorry. Too soon for threesome jokes?”

      I had no idea what to say as I shook my head. She was irreverent, strong-willed, and funny.

      She eased herself back down on the edge of the couch, and of course my gaze went straight to her legs, long and lithe. I loved how they wrapped around my waist when I was sliding into her.

      She was talking. Saying words. I needed to pay attention. Forcefully, I dragged my attention up to her eyes. Dammit, I’d missed something.

      “…I want to be the sophisticated woman for you. But the truth is, when I’m not in the office, I don’t wear heels. I wear fun shoes. Funky shoes. Wedges and tennis shoes. I’m not pencil skirts and heels all the time.”

      I frowned. What the hell was she talking about? “I don’t need you to be pencil skirts and heels all the time. I mean, it’s hot, but I’m pretty sure you’re what’s hot. The packaging doesn’t matter.”

      Her brows lifted. “It doesn’t escape me that, you are a full-on playboy. You could have anyone want. You can date supermodels who are willing to squeeze themselves into things and ruin their feet like ballerinas. I have a lower tolerance for that kind of thing. And you like your house the way it is. I can tell you want to scream every time I bring a new candle in the house or add a funky little knickknack. But I need this place to feel like me. I brought one of my sculptures, and you stared at it for a solid thirty minutes.”

      Was that what she thought? “I don’t think you understand.”

      “No, I understand. You have no room in your heart or your life for someone like me. I am temporary, I know that. So, having you try to tell me what to do when I don’t know what my future holds when this is all over, well, I’m going to fight it. I understand you’ve been trying to keep me safe and I appreciate it. Honestly, I do. And this thing happening with us, I don’t really know what it is, but obviously, it’s pretty intense. But again, I know it’s temporary. I just want to be able to walk away from this unscathed and with my heart intact.”

      “You keep saying that, ‘walk away from this.’ No one is walking away from anything.”

      “There you go, trying to tell me what to do again. I’m just trying to make everything as comfortable as possible for myself while I’m here. Soon enough, I’ll be gone.”

      “Jesus, woman, do you even listen to yourself?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “What I’m trying to tell you is that I don’t want you to go.” Way to be smooth, you arsehole. “I don’t want you to leave. I want you to stay.”

      “I can’t stay indefinitely.”

      “Why the fuck not?”

      Her mouth opened and then closed. She tried to tuck away a curl behind her ear, but it only sprang free again. “Ben, what are you saying?”

      “I know to you this doesn’t seem real, but it’s more than temporary to me. I stared at that goddamn sculpture because I liked it. I was wondering why I’d never filled this house with things that I liked before. I let someone else choose the entire decor. I couldn’t be bothered to focus on the small details because I didn’t care. But the moment I had you here, I cared. I care a lot. It felt weird having someone who lived here wanting to leave an impression, leave a mark. That’s why I stared.”

      Her lips formed a small O. “Sorry. I just assumed...” She cleared her throat. “I just feel like I’m intruding.”

      “You are. But I like it. And I need it. The reason I’m so irritated is because I’m terrified something is going to happen to you.”

      “I’m not going to get hurt. Look, everyone in that room tonight, we all want the same outcome. Prince Lucas gave you his word. East, Bridge, and Drew, they’re your family. They’re in this as much as you are. Jessa and Roone are here because of Lucas. We have a common goal. You guys are one family.”

      I met her dark gaze. “You’re my family too.”

      “Ben, do you know what it feels like for me to not have any roots?”

      I frowned at that. “What are you talking about?”

      “Look, my mom has been gone for a bit now. I thought Dex would be my roots. I had a plan. It was all mapped out, even though for months I’d been feeling that wasn’t right. But there was a plan, and I needed that. Hell, right now, if you decide tomorrow that you’re done with me, I don’t even have anywhere to go to live. It’s ridiculous. I’m a woman who has goals, life plans, things she wants, and just being your girlfriend, moving in your house temporarily while we solve this thing, wasn’t part of that plan. I’ve lost my road map. I have no idea what’s going to happen in a month, or two, or six. Not that I want to know every little thing, but I need to know that I can still land on my own two feet.”

      Was that what she was thinking of?

      I stepped forward until my feet hit the carpet and I knelt in front of her. “You think I want you to be temporary?”

      Her tongue peeked out and licked her bottom lip. “I don’t know what you want. I’m just on shaky ground, and I don’t like it. I need to be able to stand on my own.”

      I nodded. “I get it. I want you safe. That’s why you’re here. But I am falling hard for you. I want you with me. But listen, get your own place if you want. If it’s going to make you feel more comfortable to have something that’s just yours, great. If you decide to stay here, you can rent it out to someone else who needs a place. Or you can make it an office. Whatever you want.”

      “Just like that?”

      “I want you to be comfortable. I want you here with me, but I don’t want you to feel like you’re locked in or stuck.”

      “And you’d be okay with that?”

      I shrugged. Nope. I wasn’t okay with it at all. She was staying here, but she needed to feel like she didn’t need me. “I’m okay with it. Whether we stay at yours, or we stay here, or we stay at the hotel, it doesn’t matter to me. As long as I’m with you.”

      Pink tinged her cheeks, and she looked so beautiful in the lighting. “Careful now, I might kid you about being a sweet talker.”

      “Yeah, well, I doubt that. But listen, I am worried about this plan. Could you just maybe agree to not be part of it? Step back and let me handle it.”

      “No, Ben. Somebody put my life in danger. If you get to fight, I get to fight. If I was having a fight, would you be okay staying out of it?”

      My brows snapped down. “Fuck, no.”

      “Exactly. Now you see why I’m part of this.”

      I searched her gaze and I could see she meant it. My beautiful Olivia, she was going to need her independence. If I wanted to keep her, I was going to have to loosen my hold. “Okay. But minimal involvement, all right?”

      She grinned at me. “Is this the part where I let you believe, yes, I’m safe?”

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “Yeah, let me believe that. Give me a little peace.”

      “Okay, I can do that.”

      You’re a coward. You should have just told her you love her.

      My heart squeezed. The need to tell her something burned in my chest. I should have said the words. But she wanted her independence. I knew how to handle her now. I needed make her realize that she loved me too, as slowly as she needed to.

      She’d come around eventually. I could be patient.
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      We had a plan.

      I was an integral member of that plan.

      In just a couple of days, I was going to help steal a priceless jewel…and hopefully not go to jail as a result.

      How did we get here again?

      I heard something out in the hallway, and at first, I assumed it was Ben. But he had a meeting tonight, and that’s why I was still there working late. I called out for my guard in case it was him. “Scott?”

      No one answered. I frowned, shut my laptop down, and grabbed my phone. Then I opened the door to peek out in the hallway. I saw a shadow heading down toward Ben’s office.

      Adrenaline set my heart galloping against my ribcage. Shit. Who is that?

      I followed him down the hall. It was already nine o’clock, and the office, or at least our floor, was deserted. I’d already checked earlier. So who the hell was that?

      All I caught was a dark figure running down the hall, dressed in all black. My first inclination was to go after them, to stop them. What were they even doing here and why were they running? From where I was standing, I could see just the corner of Ben’s office, and a second figure was inside.

      Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.

      Ben’s office door opened, and I ducked into the cubicles. Suddenly, the lights went out and I panicked. One of the chairs from one of the center cubes was pulled out, so I ducked under the desk and pulled the chair in to conceal myself. I sent a text to Ben. 911 at the office.

      “Where is she?” a voice said.

      “I don’t know. I thought she’d take the bait.”

      “Fuck. Did she go to the elevator?” They both glanced at the elevator, which wasn’t lit.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I stayed perfectly still, and after double-checking to make sure the ringer was off, I shoved my phone into my jacket pocket so it wouldn’t light up. But God, what the hell was going on?

      Suddenly, the lights came back on, and I heard cursing.

      Oh God. Oh God. What the hell is happening?

      And then I heard Ben’s voice. “Liv? Livy? Where are you?”

      My breath coming in shallow pants, I called out, “Ben?”

      He came running from his office. “They got through our security. They ran in the back. I didn’t see their faces. Are you okay?”

      I nodded and buried my face in his chest. “What in the world is going on? Why are people looking for me?”

      “I don’t know. I wish I did.”

      I buried my face deeper into his arms. I knew I was safe with him. But I also knew I wouldn’t ever be safe again until we dealt with the Elite.
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      I should have discussed my plan with someone else. I should have discussed it with Livy.

      But you knew exactly what she would tell you.

      Problem was, I hadn’t been able to sleep for thinking about the level of danger she was in. Someone had tried to hurt her in my fucking office. I had to do something. Anything. And I was just desperate enough to do whatever it took to protect and save her. Fuck my agenda. She was all that mattered.

      You know what that is, right? That is called love.

      I didn’t know what the fuck to call it. All I knew was that I wasn’t willing to risk Livy’s life or her freedom, not even to get justice for Toby. I’d find a way to make the Van Linsteds pay, but not at her expense. There had to be another way. Livy hadn’t asked any questions when I said I had some offsite meetings that day, and I’d had Scott drive me out to the Van Linsted estate. As we approached, I could feel the chill creeping in from my toes, climbing its way up my body like ivy on a summer trellis. By the time we reached the stone drive leading up to the mansion towering on the hill with lush green surrounding it and past the barrier of arboreta, I was so cold I wasn’t even sure my soul had survived the trip. When I stepped out of the car though, I knew the kind of desperation that had driven Dante to make the choices he made. Because I was willing to make any choices I needed to for Livy.

      When I was led into Marcus Van Linsted’s office, I couldn’t help but think of the last time I had been in there. In the closet with Livy, I hadn’t known who she was or how much she would turn my life upside down. I hadn’t known that she would, from that moment on, become the most important human being in my life. More so than Bridge or even East, really. More so than the memory of my dead friend.

      When I opened the door, Marcus Van Linsted stood. “Covington, I must say I’m surprised to see you. Last time we chatted I got the distinct impression you didn’t want to see me again.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “You and I have some talking to do.”

      “Well, a gentleman above all else, right? I’m willing to converse with a fellow brother.”

      I tried not to gag on the word when he said it. This man knew nothing about brotherhood. Nothing about sacrificing for family. He was a selfish prick. But then, weren’t we all? “Look, I won’t waste your time. I’m just here to ask your price.”

      He frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “Your price… What will it cost for you to back off of Livy and leave her alone? What is your price to walk away from this?”

      He frowned. “I assure you I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Now is not the time to bullshit a bullshitter. You’ve made it very clear and apparent that you want her out of the way. Whether it’s to get back at me and my mates or for some other nefarious reason, you want us to fall in line. What’s the cost?”

      He laughed then. And I wanted to put my fist through his smug face. I was trying to bargain for her safety so I could dissuade her from engaging in a jewelry heist and endangering her life. It was one thing for me to go along with this heist. It was a whole other thing for her to engage in that plan. I had some very fancy, very expensive lawyers, which of course I would instruct to represent her, but I had the power of the Elite behind me. I wouldn’t go down for this no matter what happened. She, on the other hand, the Van Linsteds would make pay. And they wouldn’t wait for proof. They would have no such burden. They would just make her life hell, and I couldn’t allow that. So if I had to make a deal with the devil, then I would.

      “I assure you, Bennett, I don’t know what you mean. I’m not after your half chat plaything.”

      It took three steps to make it to his desk, and I planted my hands on it. “You watch how you speak about her. Do you understand me?”

      I remembered the phrase half chat being used by some of the staff at the Van Linsted estate when I was a kid. It meant half thing, usually referring to people of mixed race. The Van Linsteds were arseholes, but that didn’t mean I had to stand for it. Even if I was there to beg for Livy’s life and freedom.

      Marcus’s brows lifted. “You said you came to negotiate with me. But you’re threatening me in my office.”

      “You haven’t given me an answer.”

      “Why should I? I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      “Olivia Ashong. You’re having her followed. You’re having people break into her office. You’re terrorizing her. I want it to stop.”

      “Boy, I assure you I’m doing no such thing.”

      “You can lie to me all you want. I’m onto you. This ends now. You need to tell your people to walk away.”

      “You’d recognize if I was going after your girlfriend. Honestly, can she even be called that? You’re dipping a little below your station, aren’t you, boy?”

      I scowled at him. “If you don’t shut your trap…”

      “Keep your fucking cool. Are you here to threaten me, or are you here to ask me for a favor?”

      “Look, you leave her alone, and I won’t challenge you or your family. I don’t even care.”

      “You’re not a challenge. You think you have the stones to unseat my family? You don’t. I promise you don’t. You certainly won’t have the support. So I wouldn’t stoop to terrorizing your girlfriend because you don’t matter.”

      “It’s over, Van Linsted. This ends now. You come at her again, and this will be war.”

      “Son, you’re welcome to come for me if you want. You’re not even a concern.”

      I pushed away from his desk and smiled. “Are you sure about that? Because you’ve already been to my hotel to threaten me. You’ve shown your hand, and now I’m returning the favor. Walk away. Leave her be. If you don’t, I’m coming after you and yours with everything I have. And unlike your son, I’m not ineffectual and I know how to kill. So stay the fuck away or there will be blood. And I promise you, it won’t be mine.”
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      That night, I held onto Livy tight. For all my money and power, I couldn’t get the one thing I needed, not without dragging in my whole team and the woman I loved.

      She nuzzled into me, so trusting, so loving. There was nothing of herself she wouldn’t give.

      “You want to tell me what’s wrong?”

      She looked up from the book she’d been reading. “Nothing. I’m fine. I promise.”

      I chuckled low. “I don’t believe you. You’re forgetting, love, I know you.”

      An almost imperceptible blush crept up her neck. “It’s nothing; I swear. You can stop worrying.”

      Stop worrying? We were about to pull off the impossible. And if we got caught, the consequences would be dire.

      “When are you going to get it? I can feel that something is off with you.” I pulled her to me, and her muscles relaxed. “Are you scared?”

      She lifted her head, her gaze searching mine. “Is it okay to say I’m terrified and starting to worry this whole plan was a terrible idea?”

      I shook my head. “Say the word, and you don’t have to do this.”

      “When will you realize that if you’re doing this, I’m doing this? I’m just going through all the scenarios in my head, and it scares me. But I’m not afraid for myself. I’m worried about you. And East and Bridge and Lucas… everyone. I feel like you are all my family now. I went from having no family other than Telly to having so many people I needed to worry about.”

      Her smile was tremulous. I locked my arms around her and she rolled on top of me. Liv pushed up to her knees and I levered myself up on my elbow first then planted my hands on the mattress. I pulled her onto my lap and cradled her against me as she tucked her head into the crook of my neck. When she pulled back, I stared up into the dark eyes of the woman whom I felt like I’d always known. The woman I would protect with my life. The woman I loved.

      I slid my hands into the hair at her nape and fisted, angling her head and kissing her deeply.

      I kissed her with the passion of a starving man, with all the love I didn’t know how to express. I kissed her with the worry I kept close and with the lust coursing through my veins.

      I poured everything I had into that kiss. Thanks to her, I finally knew what the hell love was. I saw what the big fucking deal was… that driving, desperate, urgent need to be with your partner. I got it. This could be my life. And I wanted it all, with her.
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      As Ben kissed me deeper, the thick length of him twitched inside his boxers. I could feel every inch of him against my core. And God help me, I wanted him again… needed him again. Would that feeling ever stop? Would there ever come a time when I didn’t need to touch him?

      You can’t sustain this.

      Couldn’t we though? Being with him felt different. It was different.

      You have to survive first.

      I knew I needed to let go of the worry about tomorrow. The team was ready. We’d been through the plan over and over.

      He licked into my mouth again, demanding that I focus on him and on the way he was making me feel, and I was more than happy to oblige.

      “Bennett,” I whispered.

      Our movements were frenzied and quick as we devoured each other. With a frustrated growl, he yanked the T-shirt I’d been wearing over my head. Then he ducked his head and suckled my breasts as he whispered an homage to them. While he licked and teased with his tongue and teeth, he teased and pinched my other nipple gently, sending shockwaves of desire ricocheting through me.

      I dug my nails into his back as I rotated my hips meeting each shallow thrust with one of my own. I felt the tingling at the base of my spine, and I tugged on his hair. “Bennett.”

      I could feel his smile against my neck and knew what was coming. “I was wondering if I could make you come just from this.”

      I knew he preferred to watch me. Bennett gripped my hips, his fingers digging in as we ground against each other. Shit. I wasn’t going to be able to hold this. I moaned low, throwing my head back.

      He slid a hand to where our bodies met and stroked his thumb over my clit through my panties. The teasing sensation on the bundle of nerves sent me crashing over the edge. My pussy convulsed, begging for his hard length.
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      I stared up at the woman on top of me with breasts worth worshipping. Her skin practically glowed in the dim light of the room. With every glance from under her lashes, and every tentative touch of her fingertips, my body felt like it was being stoked to full blaze.

      Vaguely, I wondered if spontaneous combustion was a myth. Add in the euphoric feeling that surged through my blood every time she touched me, and I was likely to come in my bloody boxers.

      With every pant as she came down from ecstasy, her blackberry-tipped breasts swayed as she shifted her straddle farther down my legs. Her hands came into contact with the elastic of my boxers, making my cock throb and strain.

      Involuntarily my hips rose, and I tried to school my breathing. This woman could undo me with a touch.

      Lying back on the bed, trying to get my shit under control, I arched my body. I snatched a pillow off the bed, shoving it over my face to muffle my moan.

      Her hands paused. “Should I stop?”

      “Fuck, you’re a tease.” It didn’t matter how many times I had her, each time felt like the first. I felt like a desperate teenager every time I was with her.

      Slim-fingered, delicate hands tugged my boxers down, and my cock strained.

      Her eyes traveled from my toes to my shins, up my thighs, and then fixed on my cock.

      She shimmied back up my body, straddling me again at the knees. She supported herself with her hands on either side of me.

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re very big?”

      I grinned. “Would it be indelicate to say yes?”

      She cocked an eyebrow, then resumed her inspection of my body. When she leaned directly over my straining cock, her curls brushed against my skin, and her breath floated over my dick. It only took too puffs of breath from her, and my control snapped.

      My hands banded around her biceps, and I hauled her up against me so I could kiss her. Flipping her onto her back, my hand fisted on the elastic of her very small panties, flexed, then ripped. I needed there to be nothing between us.

      I wedged a knee between her thighs.

      My lips continued a path down her ribs to her belly button. When the tip of my tongue dipped into the tiny crevice, she parted her thighs on an exhale.

      She dug her hands into my hair when I kissed my way to the top of her mound.

      Lifting my head, I watched her expression as I parted her slick folds with my thumbs. She widened her legs and moved her hands to dig at the sheets. Gently circling the nub of her clitoris with my thumb, I eased one finger into her slick, dewy channel. Immediately, her muscles clenched around my finger, and a tingle started at the base of my spine.

      Shit. All I was doing was touching her, and I was already so near coming. I tried breathing deep and focusing on her pleasure. I could wait.

      Slowly, I retreated then slid my fingers inside again. When she exhaled, she whispered my name, and the soft sound was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. All I wanted was to hear her say it again. I slid my finger inside her again, followed by an achingly slow retreat, and she whispered, “Oh, God.”

      When I slid two fingers in, she stilled, and I paused to give her a chance to get used to the motions. She didn’t like my consideration. “Why are you stopping?”

      “Just taking my time, kitten.”

      With slow precise motions, she rotated her hips under my hands, coating my fingers with her juices. “I’m ready. If you just—”

      With her hips doing half the work, I began moving my fingers again, gently making love to her while my thumb stroked her pleasure button. Her hips began to move in time with increasing tempo. She rode my hand, and I was mesmerized, by the pink flesh of her core surrounding my fingers. The surge of need nearly blinded me, and I hastily removed my fingers, ignoring her protest and replacing them with my tongue.

      Livy gasped and sat up in the bed, but I didn’t stop, just held her legs wide, splaying her softness to me. While my thumbs parted her folds, I lapped at the sensitive flesh as she quivered around my tongue. The more I lapped at her, the wetter she became. She tasted sweet and spicy, like her scent suggested, and the combination was heady.

      I could tell the moment she gave in to the sensations. She lay back against the sheets and held my head in place while trying to widen her thighs even more. Tracing circles around her clit with my tongue, I drove her higher and higher, until her whole body tensed.

      Her inner walls quivered against my questing tongue, and her breathing came out in labored puffs. Placing a gentle kiss on the sensitive skin of her clitoris, I drew myself back up her body, using my elbows as support. She blinked up at me with wide eyes.

      “Wow.”

      “You sure do know how to stroke a guy’s ego, don’t you?” I drawled.

      Livy reached between us, and her delicate fingers closed around my rigid length. My vision blurred, and my balls started to tingle. I dropped my forehead to hers. “Jesus, kitten, I want you so bad.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed, and she moaned. “I’m yours. Always yours.” She pumped my cock with her palm, once, then twice. The trembling in my body started in my legs first. Maybe it was right what they said about guys and their erections—the blood drained from their feet first so they couldn’t run away.

      “Baby, I—”

      She pumped me again, but this time she brought my cock to her dewy center. I hissed a breath and squeezed my eyes shut, praying I didn’t come before I was inside her. Blinking rapidly, I gazed into her eyes, gritting my teeth and inching forward into her tight sheath.

      “Fuck. Livy.” I pushed in to the hilt, and she hissed beneath me. I tried not to move, to let her get accustomed to me and breathe for a minute, but that voice in my head wouldn’t stop. Rush. Take. Brand. I knew from when we’d been together before that she’d been sore. I worried I’d been too eager, so I was trying to take my time.

      I withdrew by increments, and she hissed again. But this time when I surged forward, she moaned. I planted a kiss on her lips again and waited for her gaze to meet mine. “Fuck, you’re tight.”

      Her breathing still ragged, she slowly smiled up at me. “Please don’t stop.”

      That was all the invitation I needed. Withdrawing to the tip of my cock, I surged forward, keeping up that slow and steady tempo until she started to claw at my back. Her hips pumped against mine, her velvet sheath swallowing the length of me.

      Her slick walls started to convulse around me once more and knew what was coming. “Hold on to that feeling, kitten. Ride it out.” I kissed her deep and reached one hand between us, my thumb finding her clit and circling it.

      Livy moaned arching her back and giving me unfettered access to her breast. “Ben…” She called my name on a breath as her body shook beneath me.

      As she rode the wave, I continued to drive into her, longing to keep her ride going as long as I could. Wishing I could stay like this forever.

      I muttered a curse as my balls began to ache. I needed to come, but I wanted her to come again for me. I wanted to feel her body melt into mine one more time. I kissed her again, before withdrawing completely. My cock gave a jerk of protest.

      With a growl, I shoved a hand under her back, grabbing onto her waist. Flipping her over onto her stomach, I glided a hand down her smooth back to her perfect round ass. I drew her limp body up onto her knees. Leaning into her, I whispered, “Hold on to the headboard, kitten.”

      She flicked me a cocked eyebrow over her shoulder, but she complied.

      “That’s a good girl. Now spread your knees for me.” When she parted her legs, I bit back a groan. That angle gave me the world’s most perfect view of her ass. Shifting behind her, I covered her body with mine again. “Are you sore, love?” As I asked, I inserted one finger in her still slick pussy, and she moaned.

      “A-a little.”

      But that didn’t stop her from moving her hips in time with my questing finger. When I added another finger, she sucked in a quick breath of air but then moaned as my fingers retreated.

      “I, please, I just need—”

      I lined my cock up with her sweet opening and whispered as I slid it into her pussy. “I know. I need you too.”

      There was no way I could last. This felt too good.

      She tried to rush me, grinding just the way I liked. Trying to make me lose control. I leaned forward, biting her shoulder as I swatted her on the ass.

      “Bennet!”

      Grinning as my lips traced over her skin, I murmured, “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.”

      Through gasps, she said, “Stop trying to be in control here.” I held her hips tight and rode her as she called my name. Leaning over her as our hips locked, I played with her breasts, relishing their sweet response to my touch. Just by hovering over the sensitive skin of her nipples, they puckered in anticipation, inviting me to touch, to tease, to pinch.

      She let her head hang between her braced shoulders as she pushed her hips back to meet my every stroke. “God, that feels, so—”

      I knew the instant she started to come again. Her pussy began to milk my cock, and she threw her head back. Her whole body shook, and I could only hold on for the ride, digging both hands into the curves of her ass.

      As she shattered around me, my vision started to gray at the edges. The tingle that had started in my spine felt more like someone had hooked me up to thousand-volt electrodes as I pumped inside of her. So close to heaven.

      As blinding light exploded my vision, my whole body erupted in electric bliss.
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      The evening of the Gem Gala rolled around all too quickly. I wasn’t happy about this plan. None of this made me at all comfortable. I’d called off Erik and the boys with an excuse that Livy would be taken care of by Jessa and Lucas’s Royal Guard as well.

      The Royal Guard had also been given the night off. Roone had given them special dispensation. We were all just hoping we were the only ones up to no good tonight.

      Livy could clearly tell where my mind was. Since the incident in the office a couple of days earlier, I’d hovered like an overprotective father sending his eighteen-year-old beauty queen off to college.

      From across the room, as Lucas tested her lifting skills once again, she mouthed at me, “Relax.”

      The hell I would relax. Things could go wrong at the gala, and the woman I loved would be the one pulling off the most dangerous position. Not to mention, I wouldn’t be anywhere nearby to protect her. This plan sucked.

      Bridge clapped me on the back. “You need to loosen your jaw mate. She’s good. She’ll be okay.”

      “I don’t understand why she has to be the one. Lucas could do it.”

      Lucas flanked me on the other side. “The point is, we need this to look like a proper heist, not just a theft that targets the Van Linsteds. I can work more of the room than she can. We don’t want anyone knowing the Canary Jewel is the item we came for. We want people to think that this is a regular old stick-’em-up. The museum is a huge target. We want them all shocked and disoriented. And let’s face it, as good as Bridge and Liv might be, the two of them alone aren’t enough for shock and awe on the thievery front. It’s something I excel at, so it’s better if I am free to work the rest of the crowd.”

      I didn’t like it. “I didn’t see you desperate to teach Bryna to have fast hands.”

      Lucas’s lips thinned. Bryna was auxiliary on this endeavor. She had insisted she be part of it, but she didn’t quite have the skill of Bridge or hands like Liv, so she was on comms with East, making sure the lights went out when they were supposed to, making sure they stayed out, and identifying the security threats if necessary. She didn’t love it, but she was involved. And then Roone, Xander, and Alexi would pull off the heist switcheroo in the end.

      Luckily, the three of them were invited as guests. Roone was Jessa’s date, and the Chase brothers were serving as their mother’s envoys. They had a reason for being there, and therefore, would be above reproach.

      Christ, so much relied on timing, movement, and the ability to act. Lucas clapped me on the back. “It’s okay. I wouldn’t put her in any danger that I wouldn’t put Bryna in.”

      “What are you talking about? Bryna is not in danger.”

      “You clearly don’t know my fiancée. She’ll find a way to be involved other than just working comms. I know she will.”

      I slid my gaze over to the pretty brunette as she chatted with Jessa. She seemed unassuming enough. But maybe she was like Olivia. Sweet on the outside, and hellcat on the inside.

      “All right.”

      Jessa gave us a signal to quiet down. “Gentlemen, take your positions. Roone and I are heading to the party. Ben, you need to get into position. East, you too.”

      So we were doing this. We were really going to pull this off. It still twisted my gut, but we would make it work. We needed Rowan Downs. And to get him, we needed that jewel. I could do this. All I had to do was shimmy through a hole and wait in the vents. It was going to be fine.

      At the door of London Lords, I pulled Livy aside while everyone else climbed in their cars or the van. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. Relax. I’m going to be fine.”

      “Yeah, I’m working on relaxing. This is my relaxed face.”

      “Really? It looks like the I want to spank you face.”

      I flashed a grin. “Well, I mean, if it’s on the table…”

      She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Bennett James Covington.” The use of my full name sent a shiver up my spine. Why did it sound so damn good coming out of her mouth? Because out of her mouth, it was said with love. Out of her mouth, it was important.

      “Yes, Ms. Ashong?”

      “We can do this. We’re part of a team, and that team is counting on us to do our part. So let’s do it.”

      I nodded and swallowed. “Right. Part of a team. We can do this.”

      “Yes, we can.”

      She stepped outside, and the streetlights shone onto the crystals in her dress, making a spitfire of rainbows. She was so fucking beautiful.

      East came up to me carrying his bag of equipment. “Let’s go.”

      I took one last moment to watch her as she climbed in the limousine before settling my attention on the task at hand. She was right. We were part of the team. We were going to make this happen.

      As we rode the elevator down to the garage access, East smiled at me. “So, does she know you love her yet?”

      My brows furrowed. “I haven’t told her yet.”

      If I loved her so much, why the hell had I agreed to let her do this? So far, I sucked at this love shit.
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      I could do this. I wasn’t alone. I was a strong-ass boss bitch. After all, how hard could it really be to steal a priceless bracelet off of a woman’s wrist?

      Don’t ask yourself questions like that. It will only choke you up.

      God, I needed to relax, but I knew everyone was counting on me.

      Across the room, Roone and Jessa chatted with the museum curator. And in the far corner, the ridiculously gorgeous Chase brothers stood together looking every bit the part of royalty.

      My hair was down, and my corkscrew curls were full-on big hair don’t care. But bonus, it completely covered my ears and my comm piece.

      In my ear, East’s voice was calm. “You’re going to be great, Olivia. Just wait for the signal. The lights will go out, and it’ll all be fine.”

      Ben’s voice came over the comms. “Is that for me, or is that for Livy?”

      Next was Bridge. “It’s for me. I’m already on my second scotch. I haven’t been this nervous since East lost his virginity. I thought it was never going to happen.”

      I coughed a laugh into my champagne. “Would you three stop? I’m nervous enough as it is.”

      Lucas couldn’t let anyone have fun without him, so he chimed in. “Are you sure East isn’t still a virgin? I’m convinced he’s working on his digital robot girlfriend as we speak.”

      Jessa’s voice was stern. “Would you lot shut up? This is a serious situation.”

      There were snickers, but everyone shut up. Well. Everyone but Lucas. “Leave it to my little sister to be a killjoy.”

      Jessa turned from her corner. With the champagne glass still in her hand, she managed to erect her middle finger toward the direction of her brother. When I slid my gaze over to Lucas, he just grinned at her and bowed.

      Jesus, this was my new family. They were complete loons. And we were all about to go to prison together if we didn’t pull this off.

      It was Roone’s voice that calmed us all down because he was the one giving the signal.

      “Everyone, look alive. April is entering the building. I have confirmation she is wearing the piece. Repeat, she is wearing the piece.”

      Roone’s voice silenced us, so there wasn’t any more nervous bickering going on. He was the one who actually worked in security, so if he told us to shut up, it was time to shut the fuck up.

      As the plan went, from the time April entered the room, it was a five-minute countdown until the lights went out and we went Ocean’s 8 on everyone’s asses. Except, unlike Ocean’s 8, I was going to have to get up close and personal.

      I was basically Awkwafina.

      Jesus, I hoped my hands were ready. I wiped my palms down my breasts, and in my ear, Roone gave everyone the countdown notice. “Set your watches. Countdown starts… now.”

      The Winston Isles royal siblings would greet her, thank her for coming, and shower her with attention. Lucas would excuse himself, so she’d just be left with Jessa. Then Lucas and Bridge would take their positions on the opposite end of the room, ready to start lifting the jewelry pieces off of the targets once the lights went down.

      Roone and the Chase brothers made up our armed gunmen and were meant to lock down the room, tell everyone to settle down, and say they weren’t there to hurt anyone, and all they wanted was the art.

      I was to make my move toward April, do the release and catch of the bracelet, and then tuck it into my dress. Then the mystery robbers, Roone, in particular, would grab me and say that they were going to need a hostage. I was supposed to fight him and hand off the jewel while Alexi and Xander changed out of their stick-up clothes and shoved them in the vent Ben was hiding in. Roone was supposed to drag me only to the doorway and the lights would come back on before the cameras came back online so everyone could see me actively fighting him off. Once the place was lit up, he’d release me, sprint to make his getaway, then handoff his burglar clothes and the jewel to Ben before quickly returning to the party. What could possibly go wrong?

      East started to count down. Fifteen seconds. “Everyone, on your marks.”

      Sweat pooled between my boobs. How in the world did thieves do this on a daily basis? The adrenaline alone was enough to keep me on tenterhooks for the rest of my life. I shifted on my heels.

      Stay calm. Stay relaxed. You can do this.

      My mother had told me to find some adventure in my life. I hardly thought this was what she’d meant.

      In the comms, East continued the countdown. “Three, two, one.”

      Everything went pitch black. A woman screamed, and someone near the door told everyone to relax, stay calm, and they would go check out the generator. That was the security guard.

      I kept my gaze on April the whole time. I knew exactly what corner of the room she was in. But suddenly, a shiver of awareness went up my skin, and I glanced around. The glasses I had on included night vision. This was some serious spyware stuff that I had only see in the movies, but Telly’s friend had come through with equipment for us, whoever the hell he was. Apparently, Alexi, Xander, Roone, and Lucas knew him as well, and I wondered why everyone had such interesting friends. I could still make out April trying to inch her way to the door.

      The other countdown had started. Ten seconds till the boys showed up. I could tell Bridge and Lucas were doing their thing. Gently reassuring as they unclasped, redirecting as they touched a shoulder while releasing a clasp at a wrist or a neckline, moving quietly and efficiently. Though Lucas was going a lot faster than Bridge was.

      Jesus. Just who the hell had he been before he was a prince?

      I approached April Van Linsted. “Mrs. Van Linsted, hi. Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “Who am I speaking with?”

      “Oh sorry, I’m Olivia Ashong. I worked with the Royal Agency Trust on this exhibition and fundraiser gala.”

      She pursed her lips. “Oh yes, this is very unfortunate.”

      “Yes, I’m just letting the guests know that we have a contingency plan and we’re working to get the generators back up. They said it’ll just be two minutes.”

      I could see the purse of her lips. “Well, thank you for the notification, but I will think twice before working with you or this museum again.”

      East’s countdown was at five. We needed to get her right at the point of destruction before her maximum fear kicked in and she suspected something. I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Please understand that I’m here if you need me. Again, I’m so sorry this has happened.” I went ahead and pressed her shoulder. My other hand touched her arm. “If there is ever anything I can do to assist you, please let me know.”

      And while I had one hand on her shoulder, I knew it was show time.

      The door slammed shut, and one of the boys shouted, “Everyone stay calm. If you stay still, no one gets hurt. We’re not here for you; we’re only here for the art.”

      Another one of them shouted, “Three minutes.”

      And then one of them shouted, “Roger.”

      Was that Roone? They’d all disguised their voices, adopting south London accents. It was hard to tell which was which. Roone was slightly bigger than the other too, but no one could tell in the dark.

      April stiffened. “Oh my God, they’re going to rob us then kill us.” She clutched onto my free arm, and I smiled. That was exactly what was supposed to happen. I settled my arm up her shoulder to her neck and then I gently patted her back.

      “I’m so sorry. Oh my God, Let’s just do what they say.”

      She clutched onto me tighter. “This is not how I was meant to die.”

      I smoothed my hand down her arm and held onto her hand as she clutched me. With the tool between my thumb and index finger of my free hand, I found the clasp, turned it easily and then embraced her in a hug. “Mrs. Van Linsted, no one is going to die today. You’re going to be fine.”

      Thanks to the night vision glasses, I could see her expression. She was nodding, and tears streamed down her face. Between my fingertips, I had her bracelet. I released her slowly and continued holding her hand and squeezing gently. “I’m going to see if I can get by the window in the balcony. If I can sneak out there, I’ll alert security.”

      She held on tight. “They’ll see you. And when they do, they’ll kill us all.”

      As I spoke, I tucked the bracelet into the cleavage of my dress. “We’re going to be safe. I know we are.”

      “You can’t promise that.”

      “No, I can’t. But it’s what we have to hope for.”

      I gave her hand a final squeeze and released her. In the pitch blackness, she couldn’t see me, but I could still see her. I had what I needed.

      One of the guys shouted, “Thirty seconds.” As they made their way to the exit door, I saw Lucas hand over his booty. And then Bridge did the same as the Chase brothers made their escape at the door, opening it and then easing through it. There was another three second pause, and then the lights came up.

      Next to me, one of the ‘gunmen’ remained, but it wasn’t Roone. It was Alexi with the silvery grey eyes. He was the one who grabbed me in a choke hold. “We’re taking insurance.”

      I struggled against him. “What? Let me go. I haven’t done anything.”

      April, who had been my closest confidante and dearest friend in the dark, sighed with relief that she wasn’t the one taken. While the choke hold appeared real, I was more leaning into it than anything. Alexi’s touch was calm. Gentle. “Stop struggling and you won’t get hurt.”

      That was the line he’d been given. Then he dragged me to the door.

      Prince Lucas made a fake play for me. “Let her go.”

      Alexi shook his head and held a gun to my temple. “One more step and she gets it.”

      He turned my body slightly to the right, shielding me from the onlookers. I reached into my cleavage, pulled out the jewel, and handed it over. He gave me a slight nod, and that was my cue to struggle, which I did. I could only whisper a quick “sorry” before I stomped on his instep. “Let me go.”

      He muttered. “Damn, you’re strong.” And then he also muttered his apology as he pushed me to the ground before running down the hall toward the vent where Ben was hidden.

      Adrenaline spiked in my blood, making it thick, and my head swam. I dragged in deep breaths. Lucas and Bridge pretended to come to aid me, but I shook my head and shouted instructions. “Someone call the police. Someone also find the security guard and make sure he’s all right. Anyone here need medical attention? I need to go after them.”

      In my peripheral vision, I saw a shadow slip out of the room to the left toward the security gate, the same direction where one of the guys was making his escape.

      Oh, hell.

      I needed to provide some kind of diversion or something so my teammate could get away.

      I took off running after them, heels clicking and clomping with each step. “I called out. “Are you okay? Do you need medical attention? We need everyone who needs help together in one area. The police and ambulance have already been called.”

      Shit, I just needed to slow their progression so everyone could get away. The blond woman turned then, and I exhaled. “Oh, Mrs. Van Linsted. Are you okay?” What the hell was she doing out there? And why did it look like she was trying to escape the chaos?

      “There is no way I’m staying to be possibly shot at again.”

      Shot at? None of the team had shot at anyone. Those guns weren’t even real. “I understand that you’re frightened, but we really must stay and give the police a statement.”

      “I’m a fucking Van Linsted. I will not be questioned like—” She stopped speaking abruptly, and I whirled around at the sound of shuffling feet behind me. My eyes went wide and my mouth dry when I saw the man in the black mask and body armor.

      I could feel it around me again, that whisper of malice, the hint of despair. And before I knew what was happening, everything went black.
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        Ben

      

      

      Jessa checked in, as did Lucas and Bridge. Xander and Roone were with me. Finally, Alexi checked in. “Clear.”

      I frowned. “Livy. Where’s Livy?”

      I tried to climb out of the vent, but Roone shoved me back in. “Mate, you have a job to do. We will get Livy.”

      I wondered if I could take him, but at the moment he had the upper hand because I was stuck in a vent and would have to crawl out. He could just punch me. “Fuck you.”

      “Do your job. You said you needed that jewel, didn’t you? Alexi has it, so do your job.”

      I didn’t have a choice. Everything in my body was telling me to go look for her. Find her. Make sure she was safe. East kept checking in the comms. “Olivia, check in. Olivia, come in. Olivia. Status check, Olivia.”

      My heart hammered against my ribs. Why wasn’t she checking in? After all this? Everything we’ve been through, and she was just vanishing on me?

      Don’t be daft. She’s worked this hard. She’s not leaving you.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling of fear though. Where was she? Was she hurt? Had roleplay gone too far? Had she been caught?

      Roone was right though. I didn’t have a choice. I wasn’t on the guest list, so I couldn’t be there.

      I grabbed the vent cover and began screwing it back on, all the while glowering at Roone. “Go find her.”

      Roone nodded. “I’ll make sure she’s safe. I’ll hand her to you myself.”

      I inched back into the vent. Luckily, everything had been exactly to specifications on the blueprints. The vents led exactly where they’re supposed to lead, to the basement of the museum which had a tunnel that I found easily, thanks to the night vision glasses we all had. Unfortunately, once in the basement, I didn’t get any reception, so I booked it in the dark amongst the priceless artifacts and ran for my life. When I reached the tunnel, I hoisted the bags over my shoulder, easing back in the way that I had come and closing the grate behind me. There was nothing to do about the padlock, but I wound the chain around and hooked the padlock in so it would at least look locked to someone lazy and untrained. Then I ran the rest of the distance through the tunnel to the outlet that led to a set of unused maintenance buildings. And there on the street, next to the first building, was where East had parked. “Mate. Olivia?”

      His eyes were wide, already answering the question I was afraid to ask.

      “She hasn’t checked in?”

      He shook his head. “Anyone have eyes on Olivia?”

      I yanked my comm out and stashed the bags, ripping my balaclava off my head. I ran my hand through my hair and grabbed the mic. “Fuck, Livy, come on. Let us know you’re okay.”

      Nothing but silence. Alexi’s voice came through the comms. “Once I ditched my bag, I came back. She’s not here. She’s not at the party. She’s not in the restroom either. Bryna and Jessa checked.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Where is she?

      Roone’s voice was grim when he appeared on the line. “Ben, I found blood down the hallway leading to the security stand. What the hell was she doing down there?”

      “It doesn’t mean the blood was hers.”

      The next voice I heard was Xander’s. “Um, mate, we also found her shoe and blood."

      “Fuck. Someone has taken her.”

      Whoever had been trying to get to her, we’d walked her right into their trap.

      
        
        To be continued in For Her Benefit…
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        Thank you for reading THE BENEFACTOR, Book 2 in the SEE NO EVIL TRILOGY. The deliciously sexy thrill ride doesn’t end here though! Be the first to find out what happens to Livy!

      

        

      
        Tonight, I risk it all.  My fortune. My freedom. My love.

        My so-called brothers in oath have betrayed me. Perhaps they forgot how many of their secrets I’ve been keeping.

      

        

      
        Tonight, vengeance is mine.

      

        

      
        READ For Her Benefit… now!

      

        

      
        You can read Nathan and Sophie’s story right now! Find out what happens when a seductive, jaded playboy with a filthy mouth meets his uptight neighbor and they strike a little ex payback bargain.

        One-click MR. DIRTY now!

      

      

      
        
        
        “Mr. Dirty is a fun and flirty romance with complex characters and a great storyline." - Amazon Reviewer 

      

        

      

      
        
        Can’t get enough billionaires? Meet a cocky, billionaire prince that goes undercover in Cheeky Royal! He’s a prince with a secret to protect. The last distraction he can afford is his gorgeous as sin new neighbor.

        His secrets could get them killed, but still, he can’t stay away…

        Read Cheeky Royal now!

      

      

      Turn the page for an excerpt from Cheeky Royal…
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        “You make a really good model. I’m sure dozens of artists have volunteered to paint you before.”

        He shook his head. “Not that I can recall. Why? Are you offering?”

      

        

      
        I grinned. “I usually do nudes.” Why did I say that? It wasn’t true. Because you’re hoping he’ll volunteer as tribute.

      

        

      
        He shrugged then reached behind his back and pulled his shirt up, tugged it free, and tossed it aside. “How is this for nude?”

      

        

      
        Fuck. Me. I stared for a moment, mouth open and looking like an idiot. Then, well, I snapped a picture. Okay fine, I snapped several. “Uh, that’s a start.”

      

        

      
        He ran a hand through his hair and tussled it, so I snapped several of that. These were romance-cover gold. Getting into it, he started posing for me, making silly faces. I got closer to him, snapping more close-ups of his face. That incredible face.

      

        

      
        Then suddenly he went deadly serious again, the intensity in his eyes going harder somehow, sharper. Like a razor. “You look nervous. I thought you said you were used to nudes.”

      

        

      
        I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “Yeah, at school whenever we had a model, they were always nude. I got used to it.”

      

        

      
        He narrowed his gaze. “Are you sure about that?”

        Shit. He could tell. “Yeah, I am. It’s just a human form. Male. Female. No big deal.”

      

        

      
        His lopsided grin flashed, and my stomach flipped. Stupid traitorous body…and damn him for being so damn good looking. I tried to keep the lens centered on his face, but I had to get several of his abs, for you know…research.

        But when his hand rubbed over his stomach and then slid to the button on his jeans, I gasped, “What are you doing?”

        “Well, you said you were used doing nudes. Will that make you more comfortable as a photographer?”

      

        

      
        I swallowed again, unable to answer, wanting to know what he was doing, how far he would go. And how far would I go?

      

        

      
        The button popped, and I swallowed the sawdust in my mouth. I snapped a picture of his hands.

      

        

      
        Well yeah, and his abs. So sue me. He popped another button, giving me a hint of the forbidden thing I couldn’t have. I kept snapping away. We were locked in this odd, intimate game of chicken. I swung the lens up to capture his face. His gaze was slightly hooded. His lips parted…turned on. I stepped back a step to capture all of him. His jeans loose, his feet bare. Sitting on the stool, leaning back slightly and giving me the sex face, because that’s what it was—God’s honest truth—the sex face. And I was a total goner.

      

        

      
        “You’re not taking pictures, Len.” His voice was barely above a whisper.

      

        

      
        “Oh, sorry.” I snapped several in succession. Full body shots, face shots, torso shots. There were several torso shots. I wanted to fully capture what was happening.

        He unbuttoned another button, taunting me, tantalizing me. Then he reached into his jeans, and my gaze snapped to meet his. I wanted to say something. Intervene in some way…help maybe…ask him what he was doing. But I couldn’t. We were locked in a game that I couldn’t break free from. Now I wanted more. I wanted to know just how far he would go.

      

        

      
        Would he go nude? Or would he stay in this half-undressed state, teasing me, tempting me to do the thing that I shouldn’t do?

      

        

      
        I snapped more photos, but this time I was close. I was looking down on him with the camera, angling so I could see his perfectly sculpted abs as they flexed. His hand was inside his jeans. From the bulge, I knew he was touching himself. And then I snapped my gaze up to his face.

        Sebastian licked his lip, and I captured the moment that tongue met flesh.

      

        

      
        Heat flooded my body, and I pressed my thighs together to abate the ache. At that point, I was just snapping photos, completely in the zone, wanting to see what he might do next.

      

        

      
        “Len…”

        “Sebastian.” My voice was so breathy I could barely get it past my lips.

        “Do you want to come closer?”

        “I--I think maybe I’m close enough?”

        His teeth grazed his bottom lip. “Are you sure about that? I have another question for you.”

      

        

      
        I snapped several more images, ranging from face shots to shoulders, to torso. Yeah, I also went back to the hand-around-his-dick thing because…wow. “Yeah? Go ahead.”

        “Why didn’t you tell me about your boyfriend ‘til now?”

        Oh shit. “I—I’m not sure. I didn’t think it mattered. It sort of feels like we’re supposed to be friends.” Lies all lies.

        He stood, his big body crowding me. “Yeah, friends…”

        I swallowed hard. I couldn’t bloody think with him so close. His scent assaulted me, sandalwood and something that was pure Sebastian wrapped around me, making me weak. Making me tingle as I inhaled his scent. Heat throbbed between my thighs, even as my knees went weak. “Sebastian, wh—what are you doing?”

        “

        Proving to you that we’re not friends. Will you let me?”

        He was asking my permission. I knew what I wanted to say. I understood what was at stake. But then he raised his hand and traced his knuckles over my cheek, and a whimper escaped.

      

        

      
        His voice went softer, so low when he spoke, his words were more like a rumble than anything intelligible. “Is that you telling me to stop?”

      

        

      
        Seriously, there were supposed to be words. There were. But somehow I couldn’t manage them, so like an idiot I shook my head.

      

        

      
        His hand slid into my curls as he gently angled my head. When he leaned down, his lips a whisper from mine, he whispered, “This is all I’ve been thinking about.”

        Read Cheeky Royal now!
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