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      The scent of gasoline singed the hairs inside my nose.

      The acrid odor was what woke me. I tried to lift my head, but my mind was in a hazy fog. I was tired. So damn tired.

      I must have been drugged. Lolling my head to the side, I tried to force my lids to open and blink. Beside me, or maybe it was behind me, there was a voice. It was saying blurred words. My fogged brain could make no sense of it. 

      Think. Wake up. Clear the fog. You need to think. 

      I finally managed to open my eyes, but when I did, all I saw was empty blackness. 

      I chanced another sniff and winced. That was gasoline. Where the fuck was I?

      "Wake the hell up. We have to get out of here."

      My brain started to process the words a little better. That voice. Why was that voice familiar?

      I felt as if I was being jostled or moved. "Wake up, damn it. I do not belong here."

      Suddenly, I knew why that voice was so familiar. That was April Van Linsted. She’d used the same pinched tone with me earlier. At the Gem Gala. 

      The Gala. Okay, the gala, the boys, the heist.

      What in the world had happened? Think, Livy.

      Piece by piece, as if an unseen hand started to put together the parts of the puzzle of my last hours, things started to click into place. And just like a real puzzle, my brain occasionally tried to jam the odd piece into places they didn't belong before finally finding the correct spot. 

      I had followed April Van Linsted. I’d thought she was after one of the guys. She’d been calling for one of the security guards, pointing back at the room and then... What? What had happened?

      I had heard a sound? Sensed movement maybe? There had been a man, bigger than me, dressed in black and wearing a balaclava. But his eyes were flat, cold, not like one of our guys. I'd quickly turned on the balls of my feet to run toward security, but then I’d felt a prick in my neck, and...

      And then I woke up here with April Van Linsted. I tried to force my mouth to say words. I made my throat contract and release, moved my tongue, all the things that signified speech, but I couldn't do it. No words came out.

      I licked my lips and tried again, but all I managed was a scorching fire in my throat, as if someone had shoved a hot poker down it.

      My last attempt was the best one, because actual sounds formed. "Are we?"

      That wasn't right. I was missing a word. I cleared my throat, wincing through the pain. "Where are we?"

      "Does it matter? And how the hell would I know? All I know is that we're in a couple of chairs, we're tied together, and there's no way out. Oh yes, and it's dark in here."

      Why was she shouting? “Please don't shout. I have to figure this out. Do you know who took us?"

      "As if I would associate with the kind of people who would kidnap someone. I'm April fucking Van Linsted."

      I sighed. Clearly, she was going to be no help. I glanced around. Small slivers of light told me we were in a large garage or something. There were dark voids I couldn't see properly, but I thought I detected the outlines of some kind of large equipment. That would certainly account for the gasoline smell. 

      "Did they drug you too?"

      “How would I know? All I know is that someone forced a bag over my head then shoved me into some kind of tight space with you. I must have passed out.”

      Maybe they’d only drugged me. Why not keep both of us quiet? Or was I the more dangerous of the two of us? "Do you know how many people there were?"

      "Why would I worry about such a thing? I was too busy worrying about my life."

      As co-kidnappees went, April Van Linsted was the worst. "I'm asking so I can figure out how many men are holding us. Do you know how long we drove? It might give some clues to our location."

      "I don't know. Thirty minutes I suppose."

      Thirty minutes. On a Saturday night, London traffic was notorious. If April was even close to accurate in her time estimation, that left very few options. It might be safe to assume we were at least somewhere accessible to people, which helped with our avenues for escape.

      Are you seriously considering escaping? Ben will come for you.

      I would have loved to believe that. But he didn't know where I was. I doubted that the people who had taken us were dumb enough not to have checked for my tracker and removed it, so he wouldn't know where I was. As options went, it was either sit there with April Van Linsted or figure a way out. I couldn’t count on them launching a rescue mission for me.

      You don't know Ben.

      He might come for me, but the least I could do was give him a hand and try to rescue myself. Besides, chances were that if I didn't do something, April and I would both end up dead. 

      I tried to move my wrists and discovered April was tied to a chair behind mine. the chairs were fused together somehow and likely bolted to the ground to keep us in place. "April, can you move your hands?"

      There was a bit of silence. "A little, why?"

      "I'm trying to figure out if we can get out of our restraints."

      "Are you joking?"

      Through gritted teeth, I said, "Look, I know you don't want to be here. Neither do I, so we have to work together, okay?" She was the last partner I would have picked for anything, but she was all I had at the moment.

      I was startled by a clattering noise. It sounded like metal grating on metal followed by a loud creaking sound and then a roar, and suddenly light poured in. I had to blink rapidly to adjust to the sudden brightness. Three men walked in, stocky, burly, and one of them looked vaguely familiar.

      My stomach twisted when I realized it was the same man who had mugged me the night of the party at the Van Linsted estate.

      He recognized me too. When our gazes met, he leaned forward, leered at me, and then said something to one of his partners, whom I didn't recognize. The guy he spoke to was even bigger, burlier. Built like a damn tank. I made a mental note to avoid him if at all possible.

      Tussling with him would just be trouble for us later. When he spoke, his voice was low, guttural. His accent was vaguely Eastern European. I knew it wasn't Russian or Lithuanian. My mother had been posted in Russia at one point in my childhood, so I was familiar enough with the language to recognize it if needed. No, they were speaking something else. Not Slavic exactly. I mentally tried to catalog the languages and the accents of my mother's friends whom I'd met over the years. I couldn't place it, but I knew I would eventually. 

      As he spoke to his friend, he said the word Libret more than once. What the hell did that mean?

      The stockier one continued to leer at me as he approached us. He and his friend had bottles of water, uncapped, and I knew better than to drink. So when he tried to place the bottle near my lips, I turned my head. 

      With an evil smile, he grabbed my hair tightly and forced my head to turn. I winced at the pain as he tried to force the bottle into my mouth. Some of it trickled into my mouth, which I immediately sprayed back out onto him. 

      His friend laughed. That humiliation earned me a sharp crack across the face, and pain exploded in my cheekbone. My body jerked with the force of it. Agony and fear made me want to crawl into a deep dark hole and pass out right then, but I knew I couldn't afford to let myself do that.

      Whether she wanted to or not, April was depending on me. Ben was counting on me to come home. And I didn't fucking want to die. My head rolled and I tried to bring it back up. Behind me, I could hear the sounds of swallowing. Shit. There was no telling what kind of drugs could be in what she was drinking. I didn't know what else they'd given her.

      April spoke to the person giving her a drink. "I-if you help me, m-my husband will reward you."

      The man in front of her only chuckled low. “You cannot bargain with me,” he said. Then he and his partner left.

      Of course she was trying to bargain for herself. I noted I hadn’t been included in that bargain. Because no way in hell Marcus Van Linsted would save me too. He was more likely to leave me here to rot. Yeah, right. Of course.

      “Can you move your hands at all?”

      “No? Why are you asking?” When short and stocky had slapped me, the force of it had made me jerk hard enough that my right arm became slightly loose. I wiggled and wiggled, wincing as the rope chafed. Finally, I got my hands into position, and using the thumb of my left hand, I pressed on the top knuckle of my right thumb, pulled and dislocated it.

      I haven't felt pain like that since Micah Hadid had accidentally kicked me in the front lip once when I was ten. The pain was enough to make my eyes well and my brain feel like it was going to explode, but I kept it up. I knew what I had to do, thanks to some preparation from Roone.

      Another couple of quick tugs and my hand was free. More quick tugs, and I shoved my other arm to the left, loosening the ropes enough to get that side free. Knowing I’d need as much dexterity as possible, I held my breath and quickly popped my thumb back into the socket while forcing myself to swallow the cries of pain that wanted to escape. Then I quickly undid my feet and went for April's restraints next as I crouched in front of her. "Are you okay?"

      They'd blindfolded her. Shit. They hadn't blindfolded me, which meant they were planning to trade her back, like she’d suggested. 

      They had no such plan for you.

      It was a hell of a time to realize something like that, but there wasn't a damn thing to do about it, so I needed to just carry the hell on. "Come on, we're getting out of here."

      Her mouth opened then closed. "You're free?"

      "Yeah, I'm free." I tugged on the ropes binding her feet. I freed one then the other. Then I untied her hands. Once loose, she rubbed them gingerly before yanking off her blindfold. "You're insane. They will find us, and they will kill us. If I die because of you, my husband will have your head."

      I shook my head. "No one is killing you. They need you alive. I, on the other hand, can't stay because they have no intention of keeping me alive. So you can choose to sit here and wait, or you can come with me. But I will guarantee you this… They don't have to return you intact.”

      Her eyes went wide. "What do you mean, intact?"

      "One of those men has already followed and mugged me. They’re violent. You might go home, but you won't ever be the same. It's up to you. We can work together, or we end up dead. Or worse."

      “What's worse than death?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Her tongue peeked out to lick her bottom lip, and she swallowed. "Fine. Since you clearly have experience with some unsavory people and dangerous situations, how the hell do we get out of here?"
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      Out in the van, I watched and waited for signs of Livy.

      East leaned over. "Mate, we can't wait any longer."

      He was out of his mind. No way was I leaving without her, period. "What the fuck are you saying? We wait."

      "Fine, we’ll give it another minute. Maybe she'll come out, or maybe she already made it out of another exit."

      From my periphery, I saw Bridge shake his head, and I glanced back at East. Roone was coming over from the other car. "We're going to miss our window. The police will be here soon. It's better to move, or would you rather explain what the fuck we're all doing here? Time to go."

      I shook my head. "No. Liv's inside. We can't leave her."

      His voice was low and hushed like he was speaking to a spooked animal. "Listen, we can do more by getting back to the house and planning. Figure out where she is, where she went, and what happened. Right now, we can't do anything if we all get pinched. Do you hear me?"

      I growled at him. "I'm not fucking—" His straight jab to my face came quick, and the edges of my vision wavered a little.

      "What the fuck? Did you just hit me?"

      "Yeah, because you're being irrational. You're putting us all in danger."

      I was done. Done playing along. Done getting along. 

      I had to go back for her. 

      East must have guessed my intention because he reached for my arm, which I quickly dodged. Then I stepped around Roone and bolted to his car. Her tracker was active, and I was going to get her back.
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      With every beat of my heart, my fear became more palpable. We might not make it out of this, and April Van Linsted certainly wasn't making it easy for me. 

      "If you're so smart, how do we get out?"

      If she wasn't careful, I might kill her myself. I would be okay with being a murderer.

      No you wouldn't.

      Oh, I could give it a whirl.

      "Well, for starters, can you walk?"

      Her feet were bare, as were mine, so that wasn't ideal. "What do you think?"

      "I think if you're well enough to be sarcastic the answer is yes."

      She made a pinched face. "You can't really expect me to traipse to wherever the hell we are going without shoes on. The floor in here is probably a cesspool of germs. And what if I step on a rusty nail or something?"

      "That's exactly what you're going to do. It's either that or you can stay here. Period. It’s up to you. But I promise that if I have to leave you here, I will gag you. No way am I allowing you to let them know that I've escaped. As for the floor, I don't doubt that it's a cesspool. Sorry I couldn't find cleaner accommodations for your kidnapping. And watch where you walk if you don't want to step on a rusty nail. I hope that you will have the good sense to cooperate."

      Even in the dark, I could see her narrow her gaze at me. "Who do you think you are?"

      "Me? I'm nobody. I promise you. I'm just somebody who wants to get out of this mess and go home. I'm pretty sure you want the same thing too, so let's go."

      "What, so you're just dictating what happens now?"

      I sighed inside. "I want to get out of this, and so do you. To do that, we need to get out of that door." I pointed in the direction of the large slider I'd seen our captors come through earlier. "I don't think we're going to be able to manage that without making some noise, so if you could help me find a weapon, that would be much appreciated."

      Without bothering to look around, she said, "I can't see anything."

      I forced myself to take a deep breath, then another, willing the rage to subside. "Fine, then just bloody stand here and don't make any noise."

      I left her where she was and started feeling around, willing my eyesight to improve as I patted the things within reach. I finally found what felt like a metal bar, but it was far too long. There was no way I could wield it, and one of them could get ahold of the other end and pull me down. So that wasn't going to work.

      I patted some more and found another one. This one was shorter, thicker, but much better. At least with it I couldn't be as easily unarmed. I tried not to think about the fact that April was right. I had no idea what the plan was other than to get the hell out of here. I had no idea just how angry our captors would be once they discovered we were not inside anymore. I knew nothing except that we were sitting ducks where we were. But if we could get out of here, at least we had some kind of fighting chance. I gingerly tiptoed back to April, trying to ignore whatever sticky goo was on the soles of my feet. "Okay, I have a weapon. We need to get to the door, hide behind it, and then make noise to alert them to come. I'll crack open the first person who walks through."

      Her jaw unhinged. "You're going to hit someone with that?"

      If she didn't shut up, I might hit her with it. I forced that thought aside. "Yeah, that's the plan. Unless you have a better one."

      April held on tight to my arm. "We should wait. People will be looking for me. They'll come."

      I pinned her with a hard glare. "Is that before or after someone rapes or murders us?" I didn't want to scare her, but she didn't understand the reality of the situation.

      Her eyes went wide, and her lips parted on a shocked breath. 

      "Look, I'm sorry, Okay? You can be scared, but fear is going to get us nowhere. So work with me, please. Come on, stand over here."

      I led her to the metal sliding door, placed her where she'd be out of the way without giving me away too much, and then said a prayer. This had to be the craziest, dumbest idea I’d ever had, but I had no other choice.

      I turned to her. "Now scream. Call for help."

      “I'm scared. They will kill us.”

      "Jesus Christ, I have to do everything myself." I turned back, wielding the pipe like a baseball bat over my shoulder, ready to go. Feet planted, legs shoulder-width apart. 

      Batter up, assholes. "Help! Somebody, help us. Help us now!"

      April tried to grab my arm. "Stop it. They'll kill you."

      I shook her off. "I am not staying here to see what happens. I'm taking my chances. If you want to stay with our captors, go back to the chair and tie yourself up. I'm getting out. Help!"

      I thought she'd protest more, but she'd backed up, leaving me room. Finally, I heard footsteps outside the door, followed by some angry chatter. I kept screaming. It wasn't ideal, but at that point I was committed to the plan. "Help me!"

      Finally, I could hear the chain rattling on the other side, followed by the door unlocking, and I braced myself. 

      As luck would have it, when the door was shoved open and the light spilled through like high tide on the ocean, it was short and stocky who came through first. And I'd gauged his height correctly. He was my height, which meant when I swung the pipe with every ounce of strength I had, it clocked him right in the face. 

      There was a sickening crunch combined with a smooshed feeling. He gave one singular howl and then went down with a thud. His nose was caved in just a little bit, his face misshapen somehow.

      Oh God. My stomach lurched.

      Now is not the time to be a soft touch. He assaulted and kidnapped you.

      I reached out for April as she stood frozen, staring down at him. I grabbed her upper arm and growled, "Run!"

      But I’d hesitated just a second too long. I should have hit him and then run, and God help April if she didn't follow me. But that precious second was enough time for one of the taller men to shove his way through. 

      "Aleksio," he said. 

      I lifted my makeshift bat again and then swung it, but all it hit was belly. Jesus Christ. He grunted, but he didn't go down. Instead, he got furious.

      To April, I yelled, "Run. Run as fast as you can and get help."

      The tall one reached for me.

      From the corner, April finally made noise, though not the helpful kind. “No. No. No. I'm not with her. You can have her if you’ll just let me go."

      My weapon hadn't worked so well the second time. I tried to wield it again, but he grabbed the end of it. And even though it was short and thick, he jabbed it back toward me, causing me to trip over my own damn feet. He launched at me, and I rolled out of the way, kicking out my foot and hitting him in the ankle. He howled. Then I kicked my foot up, my instep connecting with his groin.

      He huffed, but he still didn't go down. My other foot aimed for the one target I had left, his knee. My heel collided perfectly with the side of his kneecap. There was a sickening crunch, and as he fell over, he reached for me, but I crawled away quickly. 

      Once on my feet, I glowered at April. "You are literally the worst."

      With both my attackers down, I rose to my feet and stared. What the hell happened? And then I saw. The tall guy had fallen on something jagged that impaled him through the center of his chest. Oh, hell. He was alive though, and I could hear him groaning. 

      Even though April had tried to negotiate with my life, I grabbed her hand and pulled her through the doorway. I dragged her as we ran down the hallway. At the far end, I could see we were in some kind of a warehouse, but I didn't go straight for the open door on that end. I didn't know how many guards would be waiting outside. 

      I pulled April inside what looked like a small office and searched frantically for a window. There was a small desk with a laptop sitting on it. The desk looked like barely more than a card table, but it might be strong enough to hold our weight.

      I was still wearing my fitted evening gown, but the laptop was travel-size and no larger than a small tablet. I grabbed it, not really sure what would be on it, but I knew East and Telly would need to go through it later. I shoved it down the front of my dress as April gawked at me. "Now you're stealing from them? You're one of the thieves, aren't you?"

      "Stop being an idiot. This is evidence for the police when we get to them."

      Her brow furrowed as she suddenly reassessed my level of intelligence. "Why do you even know how to think like that?"

      "Look, this is a hard situation. And we will get out of it. But I have no intention of letting these motherfuckers get away with this. I fully intend to make them pay. Somebody big and ugly is going to welcome them to prison."

      I shoved open the window and noticed that she was moving sluggishly. It was possible shock was setting in. Or worse, there really had been some kind of sedative in the water they gave her. It could be anything. She was older. Fifty-five or so. Maybe this was just too much stress for her. 

      Don't be stupid. She's clearly in shape. Probably has a trainer for yoga, or Pilates, or whatever.

      Since she didn't look like she could walk very well, I helped her out of the window, and she complained the moment she saw it was a two-foot drop. "What if I break my ankle? Then I really can't run."

      "Fine. Then get out of the way so I can get out. You can take your chance with them."

      She glowered at me, but then she jumped the two feet. Nothing happened. I climbed out with her and saw there were several cars in the parking lot. 

      I ran to the nearest unobtrusive looking one. It was a muddy tan color, older model, and rusted in spots. It wasn't the kind of car that would call any attention on the road.

      Back when my Mom had a post in Washington DC, there were some kids in my school that may or may not have been into stealing cars. Bored rich kids. I’d never gone so far as to steal a car, but one of the kids did show me how to boost one, and I remembered him talking about how much harder newer ones were to steal because of all the electronics. The older models were much easier.

      I would worry about the morality of what I was doing later, after we were free. I took her hand and she tried to yank on it. "Can’t we pick a nicer one?"

      I couldn't believe this shit. "Are you for real right now?"

      "It looks dirty."

      "Oh my God, if I live through this and never see you again, it'll be too soon."

      The car was unlocked, and I opened the driver's-side door, crouching low. "Climb into the other side."

      She wrinkled her nose but did what I told her, having to hunch up her dress as she did. Her black dress had a generous slit, and lent itself to being easy to maneuver in. Thankfully she didn't have some large poofy ensemble on. 

      I climbed in after her and reached under the steering wheel, looking through the wires. I didn't dare turn on the lights. 

      Come on. Come on. Come on. Which one is it?

      April reached over me and flipped down the visor. "Why don't you just use the keys?"

      Of course, for her there would be keys. As if she conjured them out of thin air. There was a cluttering and clinking as the keys fell into my lap. "How did you know they were there?"

      "Well, I could see them."

      I grabbed them and shoved each one into the ignition until one of them worked. I put the car in neutral and then got out.

      "Where are you going?" April hissed.

      "I don't want to start the damn car here. Get out and help me push."

      "Oh no. No, no, no. I do not push cars."

      "Get out and push, or I'll shove you out, start the car, and run. At least they'll still have you."

      Her eyes went wide. "You would do that, wouldn't you?"

      "It's no less than what you would do to me. Now get out and push."

      We were able to push the car about two hundred meters until we were at the side of the warehouse. If my orientation was right, we would be near the entrance. There was sludge on my feet, God knew what, and I was exhausted.

      You’re so close; you can be exhausted later. "Get in."

      For once April complied without resistance. We closed the doors with soft clicks.

      We both held our breath when I started the engine.

      Maybe I should have picked a different car. Not that I'd exactly had a lot of choice, but the stupid lemon was slow to start. The chun-chun-chun-chun sound jolted my heart, sending it into a wild gallop so fierce I figured April could hear it. I turned the car on again.

      Chun-chun-chun-chun. Still nothing. Jesus Christ. On the third try, chun-chun-chun-chun, and then it started. With a muttered prayer to every god I could think of ever hearing about, I gunned the engine. The stupid car took forever to go from zero to sixty, but it was moving.

      "Where are we going?"

      It was a good question. Too bad I had no answers.

      "I don't know."

      Just drive. I felt like Dory with her cheerful disposition, singing to just keep swimming. But it was all I had to go with. Up ahead, there was a security station. That would be the true test. If we could get past that, we would be safe.

      I held my breath and started my round of prayer again, this time making up a few deities. But luck was on our side. There was no security for the exit gate. It just opened automatically. It seemed our captors never intended for us to make it out of there.

      As we pulled out of the gate, I gripped the steering wheel so hard even my pigmented knuckles started to go white. My jaw hurt with the force of clenching it. So far no one had come looking for us. There had been no shouts of alarm, no spray of gunfire. It was as if they either expected us to attempt an escape and were just waiting until we got a whiff of freedom to nab us, or it was their funny version of an April Fool’s joke. But hopefully, no one knew we were gone and luck was finally on our side.

      I tried to stay calm and drive at a reasonable pace. There was no need to peel out. Drive calmly. Get on the main road. Figure out where the fuck you are. Find cars. Civilization. People.

      I calmly passed the barrier and turned on my right blinker.

      That’s right. Nothing to see here. I’m just making my escape from human trafficking scum…as you do.

      Luckily, April kept her mouth shut. Another car approached the entrance as we were exiting. A Peugeot, older, dark gray. The driver was in no hurry as he approached the security gate. In that brief moment of ships passing in the night, he looked over, and my gaze darted over to his. It was a split-second of recognition, but I knew that man. The man with the burn. The man from my mother’s photos. 

      I didn't mean to look too long, and it might have only been for the length of a breath. The problem was, I wasn't the only one experiencing recognition. The awareness must have hit him in that moment as well because neither one of us was able to look away. And I don't know, maybe it was some internal sense of survival, but I gunned the engine and peeled out into the main road.

      Even if he chased us, even if they came for us, we were so close to civilization. There was no way I was giving up now.

      "Who the hell is that?" April asked.

      "Someone bad. Someone very, very bad."

      "Well, take me back to my house. My husband will protect us."

      I coughed out a laugh. "This isn't Driving Miss Daisy, you daft twat. I'm going to the one person I trust. Ben will protect us. He'll see you get home, and I’ll be safe with someone who actually cares about me." I checked the rearview mirror. “Right now we have bigger problems than where we go next.”

      “What's that?”

      “We're being followed.”
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      There was going to be hell to pay, not that I cared about that in the moment. Livy was in trouble. And it was because of me. Because of my so-called brothers. Because of my life. So I owed it to her to find her.

      Love. Don't forget about love.

      I did love her. That sinking feeling in my gut, the one that gnawed and clawed and tried to break its way free, was brewing. Little bits of it were escaping via the bile in my esophagus, but I swallowed it down. I didn’t have time for that. All I knew was that I had to save her. I didn’t have time to get caught up in my own bullshit. 

      One handed, I tapped on the laptop that held information on her tracker. 

      I prayed to God nothing had happened to her dress. 

      My stomach coiled at the thought of it. What if something had happened to her dress?

      You're not helping yourself.

      No. I had to follow it because her tracker was on the move. 

      I frowned as I saw the tracker moving. It had been stationary for a good forty minutes. 

      Where are they taking you?

      I didn't dare stop though. Judging by the information that was blinking back at me, she was still a good forty-five minutes away. Were they transporting her? Moving her? Jesus Christ.

      I slammed my hand on the steering wheel. If my fucking team hadn't wasted so much fucking time, I might have her by now. 

      Even though my brain was full-on entertaining 'this was all their fault' thoughts, some saner part of me spoke up into the dark abyss. They were just trying to do things systematically.

      She was definitely on the move. I watched the little pinpoint that represented her. It stopped on a roadway north of where I was. I headed left up the road, then turned onto the major freeway. I didn't know my way around that area well, but I knew I had to meet that dot.

      And with the screech of my tires, I was going to do it, by hook or by crook.

      My phone rang. I saw East was calling, but I shut it down immediately. No doubt, he had a tracker of some sort on me. Which I gave zero shits about. They could follow if they wanted, but they’d better know none of them should get in my way.

      It took me twenty minutes of the kind of driving that would mean Bridge owing a lot of money to the rental car company for the sheer number of tickets we were going to have, but she needed me.

      Liv is independent. She doesn't need you.

      Even if that was rational thinking attempting to prevail, I couldn't listen to it. I could not take that risk with her life.

      I wove in and out of traffic, ignoring the mildly steep roads. Every second lifting my gaze to the tracker, making sure I was on the exact course with her.

      And then the dot moved, no longer on the road that I'd been following but pulling off on a side road. Shit.

      I got off at the next exit then turned the car around with another screech of tires, the car fishtailing slightly as the tires tried to catch on the pavement, but I was back on course. The road was quieter. Fewer cars. More industrial. Shit, where the hell is she going to?

      I was getting closer. Just a few minutes more.

      And then abruptly, the dot stopped moving.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I hit the gas. Then with a glance at the computer for confirmation, I saw the headlights up ahead and found what I was looking for. There were no other cars on the road now. It was a long an empty stretch of warehouses. 

      The headlights up ahead weren’t on the road though. They were off to the side. Had she run out of gas? Gotten a flat? What was happening?

      As I approached, I noticed that here was steam coming out from the back of the car. And then I saw a woman in a long dress with a slit. Jesus Christ, it was Livy. She was running around the front of the car in a field of industrial wasteland. Full of gravels, and nails, and God knew what else, but she was running. Oh God, she was barefoot.

      I screeched my tires as I drove up, throwing the car in park and running. Someone was chasing her.

      I threw my car door open, realizing I had no fucking weapon. I had fucking left without a gun or anything, but someone was gaining on her, so I bolted.

      She ran and ran, but then she tripped and fell with her arms stretched out in front of her. But smart girl that she was, she tucked and rolled. The class with Roone had been helping. She knew how to fall.

      Her attacker was reaching for her, paying no attention to me as I gained on him. 

      He stopped in front of her and reached out. But before he could put his filthy hands on her, I tackled him from behind. I aimed to roll him to the side so at least he couldn't follow Livy. We fell with a teeth-jarring thump. I didn’t have time to catalog any bumps or bruises though because he was elbowing me, causing a sharp lance of pain along my side. 

      I grunted. Took it. And then delivered my own elbow to his temple. He tried to duck it though, and the blow glanced off of him.

      He rolled away. 

      I rolled too, getting to my feet as we began to circle each other. 

      His grin at me was evil. “I’m going to kill you.”

      "You're welcome to try." 

      I glanced at Olivia. "Liv, if you can move, get back to the car. It's idling. Go, get in it. Go." 

      She groaned from the ground. "I'm not leaving you." 

      "Yes, you are." 

      "What, like you left me?" 

      Why the hell was she so damn stubborn? I couldn't argue with her though. I needed to focus.

      The guy rushed toward me, and I lowered myself into a fighting stance. I'd spent years learning how to fight. Now was the time to use what I’d learned. If I lost this one, Livy would die. And wouldn't you know, that was a hell of a motivator. 

      As he rushed, I shifted my stance, lifted my foot, then delivered a kick to his side. He took it with ease. He attempted to lift me up and throw me off balance, but I delivered a hammer fist to his temple, causing him to stagger and let me go.

      While he staggered back, I was on him. 

      Straight punch. Straight punch. Kick. Shift in, pull him down, knee strike. 

      Backing up out of reach, he got me good on the side with a hit to the ribs. I oomphed, but I stayed on my feet.

      We danced around again. This time, when he attacked, I managed to block one of his blows, but he got me with a hook that rung my fucking bell. I could actually hear the clang of it as his fist connected to my fucking jaw. Holy Christ, that hurt.

      I could move the damn thing though, so I hoped it wasn't broken. 

      I blocked his next attempted hook with his own hand and delivered an uppercut, followed by a straight jab. This time, I deliberately grabbed onto his shirt, then pulled him in for the knee. I delivered another one. And another one. 

      Livy was moving, crawling, getting to her feet. "Get up, Liv." 

      "Ben, we have to go." 

      "You go. I have to do this." 

      He said, “Yeah, you should listen to your girlfriend. She knows what I'm going to do to her after I kill you." 

      He lunged at me again, but I moved too quickly for him and he rushed past me. I caught him at the back of his shirt, brought him around, and hooked my arm around his throat. 

      He was quick though. He jabbed his fingers back at me, almost catching my eye, and I had to release him.

      But I was able to deliver a knee to his back, which sent him falling forward.

      And Liv, my beautiful, sweet Liv... As he staggered forward, back turned to her, she stuck out her leg and delivered a kick straight to his groin.

      That sent him to his knees as he muttered, "You bitch."

      "Yeah, I heard that before." She then picked up a handful of something and threw it into his eyes. 

      It must have been dirt or sand, because his hands flew up to protect his eyes, leaving him unprotected, which gave me the opening I needed. I hooked my arm around his throat, put him in a headlock, and pulled him back. His hands slashed at me, and I leaned back just out of range so he couldn't reach me.

      Livy's eyes went wide. "Ben, don't. Don't kill him." 

      "I'm not going to kill him." I pulled back as he continued to fight the hold.

      "Stop fucking moving. You might kill yourself." 

      "Fuck you," was his groan back.

      And then up ahead, we heard a car engine attempting to turn over. 

      Fucking Christ, was that April Van Linsted?

      Livy's head snapped up. "That bitch. She's trying to leave us here."

      "You go deal with that. I'll be right there. I'm right behind you."

      She gave me a dubious look that said she didn't believe me and that she wanted to be sure.

      In my arms, the brute still bucked and kicked. "Shhh... just go to sleep." 

      The truth of the matter was I could have killed him. I could have put an end to all of this.

      But then how would she look at you? 

      And honestly, I didn't want him dead. I wanted him to pay. There were victims who deserved to look him and the people he worked for in the eye.

      Finally, he stopped fighting me. He stopped moving at all and slumped. 

      Livy was up ahead, shuffling as she ran through the debris-strewn warehouse lot. God, what had they done to her?

      I shoved his big body away from me, patted myself down for some zip ties, then proceeded to restrain his hands and then his feet. "You're going to stay right here. The police are coming to get you." I pushed away from his body and started toward Livy.

      Sure enough, April Van Linsted, was trying to make the car they'd escaped in move, but the engine refused to turn over. She was banging at the steering wheel as Livy stood in front of it shaking her head. 

      I held up my own keys. "Liv, here." I tossed them to her and glowered at April Van Linsted. "You can either choose to stay here and hope that the police get here before his friends do, or you can come with us." 

      The older woman scowled at me, but then she pushed open the driver's side door and stumbled out. "I thought you were going to die. I wasn't going leave you here." Her words started to slur together. Was shock starting to set in?

      Livy had pulled my rental close to the wrecked car they’d been driving. She hopped out and opened the back door for April. "Just get the fuck in." 

      "I think it's better if I sit up front."

      "Not happening old lady. Get in or die here. I don't care which." 

      There was something hard in her voice, and I knew it was a direct result of what she'd been through. Will she be okay?

      I had no way of knowing. All I knew was that I had her back and she was safe. When she was settled in next to me, I started the engine and put my hand on her lap, gently stroking her knee. She wrapped her hand over mine, held it tight, and just nodded. "Thank you for coming for me." 

      "Well, from the looks of it, you rescued yourself." 

      "Still, thank you. I'm not sure where I was running to, but I was prepared to go out fighting." 

      I turned her hand over and kissed her palm. "I will always come for you." 

      She squeezed my hand and then turned to face the window as I made a U-turn, heading back toward the city. When she was safe and at home, we would talk. But for the moment, I let her have her silence.
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      On the car ride home, I hadn't really let myself inspect Livy.

      But when we got back to East’s loft, when I let myself really look at her, I saw just how shook up she was. I wanted to take her home, but we still had all our planning materials for the Gem Gala at the house. And wonder of wonders, Livy was with April Van Linsted, so we’d had to go to the loft instead.

      For starters, she was fucking bleeding. Her face was bruised. Her hair was knotted. The evening gown that she'd worn was torn and wet on the bottom. One of the straps was broken. and it looked like she'd made a makeshift knot to keep it on. She looked like she had crawled out of a Fight Club pit.

      But she's alive. 

      That she was. Her heart was beating, and she kept giving me these soft smiles. As if I'd done something worthy of her. No. I hadn't. It was because of me that she was in this mess. It was because I couldn't let sleeping dogs lie, even though she was the one who’d said go forward.

      She might have made that choice on her own, but that didn't assuage my guilt any. She could have died. And then where would I be? If I'd been left broken by Lila, a woman I barely knew and certainly didn't love, then what would happen to me if something happened to Livy?

      You would be irrevocably broken. But luckily, you don't have to worry about that.

      When we returned to the penthouse, April was still out. She had fallen asleep on the ride back to East’s. Livy said she was afraid their captors had drugged the water they’d given them and it might be a while before she’d wake up. We put her in a guest room, and the doctor was on his way to check both of them out. I was hoping April just had a mild concussion or had been mildly sedated because dealing with Marcus if something else was wrong with her was going to be a problem.

      I reached tentatively for the woman who had my sole attention. "Liv."

      Her smile was tremulous. “Hey, you.”

      I grasped hold of her, and I knew I couldn't let go. I couldn't walk away. I might never let her go. She held on to me just as tightly, sobbing lightly into my chest.

      “Hey love, you’re okay. I have you.”

      She nodded. “I know. And I knew you were coming for me. I just also knew I had to give you some help. I always believed—”

      I pulled back slightly, framing her face with my hands. “Hey, look at me.” Watery eyes lifted to meet mine. “I am so proud of you. You fought to survive, and I couldn’t have done a better job myself. You are so incredibly strong.”

      She nodded and a fresh wave of tears began. Leaning in, I gave her a kiss. She tasted salty and sweet. “I was so scared.”

      I wasn’t going to tell her that I was terrified I wouldn’t find her and I’d never see her again. I wasn’t going to tell her that part of me thought I’d be too late. Besides, my fear was nothing compared to what she felt.

      I couldn’t even comprehend that type of terror.

      Never let her go.

      Like I could. She was mine, and our insane plan was almost over. She was never going to have to face danger like that again.

      And then I couldn't be sure if she crashed back into my arms or if I dragged her in. But she was there, warm and soft. She smelled like gasoline and something musty. But underneath it all was her scent. Coconut and lime.

      I could still smell it. As if her skin was infused with it. She was fucking alive. I didn't want to let her go. I just tucked her into me, my heart hammering against my ribs. I was certain she could feel it, feel the pain and concern I'd had over the last twelve hours. "Please tell me this isn't a dream."

      She chuckled a little, but still wrapped her arms around my waist and held on tight. "It's not a dream. Unless I'm the one who’s dreaming, because I swear to God, I had this dream from the moment I woke up."

      "It's not a dream. I have you. I'm so sorry it took me so long to get to you."

      "How did you know where I was?"

      "Your dress. In the zipper. I had East put another tracker in it."

      For once, she wasn't perturbed or angry or annoyed. She just nodded. “Thank God.”

      It wasn't long before there was a knock at the door. Two detective inspectors, both wearing stern expressions, appeared in the living room.

      The man was fairly tall, reed thin, and had a hawkish look to his face. The woman was short and pleasantly plump with rosy cheeks and dark hair. And they both looked very no-nonsense.

      I didn't want Livy to have to do this right now, but it was better now than later while it was still fresh and we would be able to get everything directly from her.

      Except, you weren't the one to save her. How had she gotten free? Where had she been?

      "Are you okay to do this?" I murmured into her ear.

      She nodded as her tongue peeked out to lick a bloody lip. "Yeah. Let’s get this over with."

      Her voice was a hoarse whisper as her gaze roamed over me.

      The man stepped forward and introduced himself as Detective Inspector Spencer and his partner as Detective Inspector Jones.

      "Inspectors, thank you for agreeing to do the interview here. Both Livy and Mrs. Van Linsted have been through quite an ordeal. Mrs. Van Linsted is still out in the spare room, and medical personnel is on its way. If we can do the most pressing questions first, then I can bring her down to the station for more later if that’s okay with you."

      Detective Inspector Spencer nodded slowly as if trying very hard to appease me, but it was obvious he was still bent out of shape at not doing this interview at the scene. "We appreciate that, Mr. Covington. But it's better we ask questions as quickly as possible. And if she's still in danger, we can provide protection."

      I scoffed. "I will be protecting her."

      DI Jones said, "Forgive me for pointing this out, sir, but weren't you the one who was in charge of her when she went missing?"

      Direct fucking hit. It might have been the truth, but I still narrowed my gaze. "We did have a team on her, yes. But as you might have heard, she was attending a gala. Plenty of event security was on hand, so I gave my men the night off. Obviously, we couldn't have foreseen what might happen."

      In truth, I could’ve kicked myself. We should have brought Erik and his team in on it. But there was absolutely no way I could have them participate in grand larceny. That had been my call. Between Roone, Lucas, Bridge, and the Chase brothers, she should have been safe. But thinking that way had almost cost Livy her life.

      DI Jones lifted her chin, her gaze not missing a thing, cataloging how I held Olivia, how Olivia tucked into me. Her gaze also flickered down the hall where April Van Linsted now shuffled along the hardwood floor. “Why are there no servants to get me water?”

      East cursed then hurried to meet her. “Mrs. Van Linsted, allow me to help you. You really should lie down. A doctor is on his way.”

      “I don't need your doctor. I need my own. I demand you take me to my husband.”

      When she reached the living room with East in tow, she scowled at the two DIs. “Who the hell are you?”

      DI Spencer stepped forward. “We’re the police, ma’am.”

      She wrinkled her nose as she eyed his suit up and down. “Well, I haven’t done anything wrong, but I would like to make a statement against her.” She pointed at Livy, as I turned to shield her from the brunt of April’s words. “She endangered my life by forcing me to leave with her and then nearly got me killed in a car.”

      DI Jones lifted a brow. “You want to file charges because she rescued you?”

      She seemed just as incredulous as the rest of us. “So you didn’t want to leave captivity? Did you know your captors, Mrs. Van Linsted?”

      April scowled at the shorter woman. “Of course not. Don't be daft. My husband would have paid whatever ransom they asked for, but she insisted we had to leave. Thereby endangering my life. She dragged me through filth. Then we were rammed by that car. None of this would have happened if she hadn’t been following me at the gala.”

      Jones turned back to Livy. “You followed her?”

      Olivia’s voice was clear and even. “Yes. It was right after we’d all been robbed. I was trying to organize everyone who was hurt to one area so we could do the basic injury assessment. I saw April leaving down a corridor. I followed and called out to her. I was concerned that she was hurt, but I think she was headed for an exit.”

      Jones watched April carefully. “Where were you off to, Mrs. Van Linsted?”

      “First of all, I don’t have to explain myself to you,” April huffed. “Secondly, I was trying to get to my car and my security. I would have called the police to give a statement eventually.”

      Jones again lifted a brow. “But instead, you were taken?”

      “Yes. And then this woman forced me to escape. I could have been killed.”

      DI Jones made a note as she muttered. “Seems to me, you were lucky to be kidnapped with someone so resourceful.” She turned to Livy. Now, Miss Ashong, can you run us through what happened?”

      With a sigh, Livy ran through their harrowing escape. When she finished and leaned against my side, I was sure Spencer was half in love with her overall badassery. Jones’s expression was all respect. Jones tapped her tablet. “Do you know which way they took you?”

      Liv shook her head. “I don’t know. They drugged me before they took me from the gala, and when I woke up, we were in some kind of industrial building.” She swallowed hard. "But I do think we were in a warehouse outside of Harringay. There were some signs as we drove out. I’m sorry I should have paid better attention. I was more concerned with getting away.”

      Jones nodded. “You did fine. And Mr. Covington, how did you find Miss Ashong? How handy that you came up on her car just at that moment.”

      There was no way around that one. So I told the truth. “Tracking chip. When she didn’t phone after the Gem Gala, I went looking for her. As I’m sure you know, she was attacked in our home several weeks ago. The perpetrator wasn’t caught, so I went to extreme measures."

      Jones blinked. “You didn't call the police? Instead you went to go find her by yourself?”

      “Well to be fair, the police have been dragging their feet on finding the man who terrorized her. Or do you have something to go on to find Spivey?”

      DI Jones sighed. “You realize you could have put her in more danger?”

      “But I didn’t.” I had to end the interrogation for Livy’s sake. “Are we done here?”

      April Van Linsted spoke up then. "She almost got us killed, taunting them. My husband will hear about this."

      Livy sounded bored, as if she'd been listening to April’s complaints for far too long. "I'm pretty sure your husband will be as thrilled as I am when he has you back.“

      DI Spencer ignored my attempt to end the meeting. "Do you know who took you?"

      Livy shook her head. "No. They were Eastern European though. They did speak English at times, but mostly in terms of talk about ransom for her." She indicated April. "I got the impression I wasn't for ransom. At one point, one of the guys did say that I had another purpose. He didn't elaborate, and obviously, I didn't ask questions."

      "Right. So after you liberated the car, you were on the main road when you were rammed from behind?"

      She nodded. "Yes. There was a car coming in just as we’d made it out." Her gaze met mine then. “The driver had a burn on his left hand. I could see it under the streetlight.”

      My gut knotted. I’d been too late to get him. Too late to stop him.

      From her chair, April whined. "I told her to take me to my estate, to have my husband deal with it, but she did not comply."

      "Well, your husband would only be concerned about your welfare and safety, not mine. For all I know, he would have given me back to those idiots who took us. And I really wasn't in the mood. So like I said, since I was driving, and I had planned the escape, I wanted to go where I felt safe."

      DI Jones looked curious. "Why do you believe that Mr. Van Linsted would have given you back to your captors?"

      Livy rolled her eyes. "I don't. Not really. But if it was between keeping me or that one safe, I had no doubt where his loyalty would be. After all, she herself tried to sell me out to the kidnappers."

      When I heard that, I glowered at April. "You daft cow. You were always a self-serving bitch, weren't you?"

      "You know each other?" DI Jones asked.

      It was East that jumped in then. "Yes, professionally. We grew up with her son, Bram."

      Another note in their goddamn notebook. Everything was unraveling right in front of our eyes. But somehow, Bridge was keeping it together. "How lucky it was for Mrs. Van Linsted that she was taken with Livy, who obviously kept her cool under pressure. You probably should be thanking her. Thanks to her, you didn't have to wait for your husband to mount some sort of rescue or ransom."

      April's eyes went wide. "You weren't there. You don't know. She was antagonizing them. Spitting in their face, calling them names, she was hardly a benefit."

      DI Spencer gave Livy another once over. "Well done then. You managed to escape. Did anyone look familiar? Do you know them from somewhere?"

      It was the only moment Livy hesitated. "The one with the burn on his hand. I'm doing a research book for my mother. She passed away recently. The book was about the disappearance of Caroline Ritter. She was a diplomat. The man with the burn was in a couple of her photos.”

      DI Jones nodded at Liv. “You’re very brave. We’ll need to talk to you again. Where can we reach you?”

      I was already on it. I pulled a card out of my wallet and handed it over. “You can reach her here for questions.”

      “Thank you. Miss Ashong, you’re very brave and very lucky. Tonight could have turned out very differently. But thanks to your quick thinking, it didn’t. I don’t want you to worry though. We will find your assailants. We just need to know why you were taken in the first place.”

      Livy’s gaze met mine and spoke volumes. She didn't give away anything to do with London Lords or the Elite, but her gaze said it all. This might not have anything to do with the Lords at all, but rather to do with her mother's book, which led us to a whole new set of questions that I didn't have answers for right at that moment. All I wanted to do was grab her in my arms and never let go. 

      "If we're done here, Detective Inspectors, she just had a long day. For anything else, you can come to us at Covington House in Belgravia after she’s had some rest." They exchanged another glance, but they nodded and put away their notebooks. "Sir, I do suggest you get her medical attention. That lip is going to swell at the very least."

      I glanced at her. "Yes, I'll have a doctor look at her tonight."

      "You know, I can hear you." she protested. "But this time, I agree. I think a doctor is a good idea. I think I need stitches."

      April moaned from the chair. "She needs stitches; I need stitches. Do you know how they abused me? It was inhumane—"

      I turned my back to her self-pitying act. "Let's get you looked at. I want to make sure nothing else happens to you. Do you understand me?"

      "I don't think you can stop it, Ben. I had the protection of our whole team, and still, someone got to me."

      It chafed to know that she was right. Someone had taken her right from under my nose. But I still had to try and figure out a way to make sure that never happened again. 
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      Once we were able to leave the penthouse, Ben wasted no time and scooped me up like I was a child without a word. A doctor had been called for April to deal with her concussion. Ben told me one was coming to the house for me.

      I got to have no opinion, no thoughts about where we were going or what we were going to do. I assumed he would take me home, but it wasn’t like he said anything. 

      The ride from the elevator down to the car was a quiet one, although everyone stared. I was clearly a mess. Blood on my torn clothes. My face was a mess, and my hair was worse. And Ben, wearing black jeans and black sweater, with his slightly too long blond hair and ice-blue eyes, easily carried me out of the hotel as if this happened every damn day.

      All I got were one-word answers from him as he eased me onto the passenger seat of the car that was waiting for us at the valet area. But this time, there was no driver. He drove us to the house, and once again, the whole drive from Soho to Belgravia was tense, quiet. Traffic was light, but he said not a single word. He didn't take a phone call. He didn't even put on the radio. I had no choice but to sit there, letting my mind wander. But I was too afraid to let it wander too deep. How much of the ordeal was going to come bubbling back up to the surface if I let it? So I didn't dare close my eyes. 

      When we reached the house, for some reason it felt like I was seeing it for the first time. Maybe because I’d wondered if I would ever see it again. If there would ever be a moment when I’d walk through those doors again and marvel at the unassuming contemporary design, knowing full well that instead of one stately townhouse, Covington House was actually two done together and going three floors deep below the surface. Why? Because everyone needed a gym, a sauna, and a pool. And of course, a movie theater. Not to mention the multitude of rooms on the first, second, and third floors. There was more to the house than I could ever figure out. And somehow this place felt more like home to me than anywhere in the world ever had. 

      When we parked, Scott came out of the side door to take the keys from him and he shook his head. He wouldn't even let Matthew open the door for me. "I have it."

      Those three words... those were the only words he'd spoken since we’d left East’s penthouse. 

      When he opened the door, I tried to step out, but he prevented me and instead scooped me up. He carried me through the side door, past the mudroom and the offices into the great room. "I would take you to the bedroom first, but a doctor needs to check you out. Where do you think you'd be most comfortable?"

      "The bedroom would be great. I would love to clean up and get a bath."

      He winced. "I know, but I'm not sure if it's safe."

      I frowned. "What do you mean, safe?"

      "You might have internal bleeding."

      I laughed. "I'm fine. Sure, they got a couple of hits on me, but I wasn't impaled. You should see the other guy."

      His lips quirked, and that was the most emotion I'd seen from him in nearly an hour. "Ben, do you think—"

      The doorbell rang, and he jogged to answer it, quickly checking the security cameras on the way. When he returned, a middle-aged man followed him. Dark hair, kind eyes, around five-ten. When he smiled though, he definitely became more handsome. I could see how he might be one of Ben's gorgeous friends. Ben introduced him. "This is Dr. Callahan. He's going to check you out."

      "Honestly, Ben, I just need a few stitches."

      "No, give me some sanity. Please let him do his job."

      For the minor intrusion into an otherwise extremely long day, Dr. Callahan was kind, efficient, and patient with me. But still, he worked to get me as cleaned up as he could with antiseptic, had sure fingers to sew up the gashes, and then gave me butterfly clips for the smaller cuts. When he was done, he stepped back and admired his work, then gave me a nod. "None of it looks really pretty right now, but I promise you, you are lucky there is no major damage to your face. We'll put a cold compress on that eye and that cheekbone. No broken bones. So, no worries."

      I nodded slowly. "Right. I sure feel damn lucky."

      "I know. If you do need someone to talk to, you can call one of the therapists on my team."

      "Thank you, I appreciate it."

      Once Ben was sure I would live through the night, he showed Dr. Callahan out. When he returned, his hands were tucked in his pockets and he rocked back on his heels. "It's probably safe for you to try a shower now. I just wanted to be sure."

      I gave him a nod and pushed up out of the seat, nearly stumbling as I tried to keep from pitching forward. God, I was tired. Just plain exhausted.

      Ben rushed toward me. "Let me help you."

      I shook my head. "No, I'm fine. I don't need your help."

      "No, of course, you don't."

      I whirled back around and glowered at him. "So you are mad at me?"

      "No, I'm not mad at you. That’s not what this is."

      "Then please, explain to me exactly what this is. You're pissed off. You haven't said a word to me since we left the penthouse. This whole time, I have been trying to get back to you, and you have the nerve to be mad at me? Like, oh yeah, I asked to be kidnapped."

      He closed the distance between us and loomed over me, his ice-blue eyes boring into mine. "Is that what you think?"

      "What am I supposed to think? You're tense. Cold. Flat. You haven't said a word. You're pissed off. I can see it in the set of your jaw, the way your muscles tick, the press of your lips. I know you, Ben. If you're mad at me, just come out and say it. You're pissed off that I ruined your plan. Well, that wasn't exactly what I meant to do. I saw April running down the hall. I thought she’d seen one of our guys, so I tried to stop her. The next thing I know, I wake up smelling of gasoline and tied to a chair. Then some random Eastern European asshole thought it would be fun to grope me."

      His eyes went wide and then he stopped rocking. "What?” That one word was laced with rage.

      “It’s okay, I’m pretty sure his face is caved in… since I hit it with a pipe.”

      He blinked several times before the words tore out of his chest. “I'm not mad at you."

      "Well, it sure feels like it. You won't talk to me. Honestly, all I want you to do is to tell me that you missed me, and you were worried, and you're happy to have me back, and—"

      He placed his hands gently on my face. "I'm happy you're back. I'm happy you're safe. You're not seeing anger, Liv, you're seeing fear. I was fucking terrified. I love you, and you were gone. Every woman I love goes away. My mother died. Lila, well, let's not talk about her. And you... My love for my mother is a memory. Lila, I'm convinced I never really loved. But you… You, who owns me and the depths of my soul, you were gone. And I wasn't there to save you, or help you, or anything, and I had no way to get to you. So, yeah, I'm a little tense. You're back and I'm relieved, but I'm also scared that it will happen again. I'm also guilty and angry that I wasn't the one who was there to help and protect you. That's what you're sensing."

      My mouth formed a small O. "Why didn't you say something?"

      "I was trying not to let the fury with whoever took you blow back on you. It was better if I kept my mouth shut."

      "I needed to hear something from you, Ben. Anything. It's terrifying when you won’t talk to me."

      "I'm sorry, baby. I'm sorry you were scared. I am sorry, I wasn't there. I could kick myself. You needed me. And where the hell was I? I don't know if I could ever forgive myself if I lost you."

      I grabbed his hands and then kissed each of his palms. "I got out because I was thinking of you... of getting back to you."

      The tear that escaped his eye and rolled down his chiseled cheek surprised me. "Ben?"

      "I love you so fucking much. I don't know what I’d have done if something had happened to you. Please don't ever leave me again."

      He didn't want me to leave? He loves me? 

      Yeah, you idiot. Pay attention.

      "I love you too."

      He nodded, and then gently, his lips brushed over mine. I couldn't help but wince, and he drew back. "Oh, right. Sorry. As soon as that heals, I'll give you the proper kiss you deserve. But right now, let me take care of you, okay? And then I'll hold you until you go to sleep, and I'll use that sleep to plot the demise of the people who took you."

      When his hands started to slide off my face, I held on to them tight. "Ben, none of this is your fault. It's on me. That man… Like I told the police, he was in my mother's photos. That's where I know him from. I was taken because of my research, not because of what you're doing. That's why. This isn't because of the Elite. This is because of me, what I've been working on, what my mother was working on. I put the target on my own back."
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      Ben kissed my forehead, then scooped me up. When we reached the bathroom, he eased me onto the floor, then turned on the shower. Steam started to fog the glass as he turned to me.

      Gingerly, the two of us worked to take off the rest of my clothes, then he helped me into the shower before impatiently stripping down and joining me.

      My first priority was a shower. I still smelled of gasoline, and I had bumps and bruises and just wanted to be clean. I stepped into the stream of scalding water and groaned. There were patches that stung, but God, it mostly felt amazing. I turned my body, letting the spray hit my back and work out those sore muscles. Pressing my body into his I couldn’t help the moan that escaped.

      His grin was wolfish. “I can make that happen, but maybe we wait?” He swallowed hard. “I don’t want to hurt you. You’ve had a rough night.”

      I had. But standing with him, surrounded by a cocoon of steam, I wanted to feel alive. And he could help me with that.

      There was nothing I loved more than wet, naked Ben. His grin flashed quickly, and his ice-blue eyes narrowed. Under his intense gaze, my skin went hot and prickly. “See something you like?”

      “Quite a few things. Are you planning to torture me, Liv?”

      I smiled against his pecs. “Oh, maybe a little.”

      “You know, it's not nice to tease a starving man."

      “You like to be teased.”

      He pulled me close and swatted my bottom. “Are you sure I can’t help you with what you need?” He kissed my shoulder.

      I relished the feel of the hard planes of his chest against my breasts. “I have a few ideas on how you can help me feel better.”

      “I’ve been missing your taste. I could start right now." He nuzzled my throat, placing a damp kiss to my neck, right over my pulse.

      My knees wobbled a little. I knew full well if he laid me out in here, we wouldn’t be coming up for air for a while.

      "Well, Mr. Covington, I had a little something different in mind." As I sank to my knees, I trailed my hands down his muscled chest and over the ripples of his abdomen. His big body blocked the shower spray from hitting me directly as I knelt before his thick cock. He was hard for me, ready.

      Ben braced an arm against the shower door. “Liv.”

      I wrapped one hand around the length of him, and he groaned, tossing his head back. This was more than familiar territory. Applying the right amount of pressure, I stroked down. On the upstroke, I smoothed my hands over the crown of his erection. With my other hand I cupped his balls and gave them a gentle squeeze.

      "Jesus," he muttered.

      As I stroked, careful of my lip, I licked around his thickness, and Ben dug his hands into my hair. With every lick, he tightened his grasp or loosened it, depending on how he wanted me. Using my free hand, I cupped his balls as I worked him. Gently closing my mouth, I applied the right amount of suction.

      With each downstroke, Ben pushed his hips forward, sliding deeper inside my mouth, and on the upstroke, I teased his balls and slowly released him until he was almost out of my mouth. Only to continue with another downstroke.

      His legs shook, and I recognized how close he was.

      "Kitten, God—I need—"

      I knew what he needed. With a hint of teeth, I grazed over him, and his body tightened, all of him going rigid. I stroked over the crown of his cock again, and he braced an arm on the wall. With each stroke, I loved him, pouring all my energy into it. Nothing else filtered into my consciousness but the sounds he made as I palmed and licked him. Only the faint ta-ta-ta-ta sound of the water as it hit the tile and the glass around me. All the while, Ben dug his hands into my curls.

      "Liv, baby, I can’t hold on if you keep doing that. I want to feel you come—ah, fuuuuuck." His body shook as I grazed his thick length with my teeth again.

      I drew back but didn't release him with my hands. Instead, I pumped him steadily as I watched his face.

      His laugh was pained. "Stop teasing. That will get you a spanking."

      I smirked. "Is that a promise?"

      He let his head fall back against the glass tile. "You're going to kill me."

      I laughed before licking him from root to tip again. "No. Not today. Today, I want to enjoy you. I'm sort of addicted, so I'm going to keep you around for a little while."

      I sucked him into my mouth again. Slowly, hollowing out my cheeks as I did so. I palmed his balls with my right hand and worked him up and down with my left. With my hand and mouth in tandem, I sucked and stroked him slow and deliberately, drawing out the torture as much as I could.

      With the shower drowning out some of the sound, I could still hear him cursing and worshiping me with his words even as he shook. His cock expanded in my mouth.

      With my tongue, I slowly traced a circular path over his head. And he shuddered.

      "Kitten, oh shit. I—"

      He cursed as his release shot through him. His body convulsed, and his fist tightened in my hair, not enough to hurt me, but enough to let me know how desperate he'd been. The thought that I could drive him mad made me hot. Releasing his balls, I reached a hand between my legs, seeking the slick warmth. Gently licking Ben clean, I slid a finger between my slick folds, finding my clit and circling slowly with my finger.

      His cock jerked in my mouth. "Fuck, it drives me crazy when you touch yourself."

      I released him and smiled. "You’d rather be doing it yourself?"

      "Yes." He pulled me to my feet. "I've missed you." Even as he gently backed me up to the wall in the expansive shower, he dipped his head to mine, kissing me oh so gently, driving me crazy.

      His cock nudged my thigh, and I smiled to myself. The man was still hard. He cupped my breasts, teasing the nipples gently with his thumbs. A sharp spike of need pierced me, making me shiver.

      "That’s my love. So fucking responsive." His lips curved into a slow, sexy smile, and he looked like the devil himself, tempting me away from my plan.

      "Turn around," he whispered.

      "I thought this was my time to play?" I stuck out my bottom lip.

      His chuckle was soft as he ran a hand over my back and down to the curve of my ass. "You should have thought about that before you decided to shower with me." He nipped my shoulder, sending a shiver through my body.

      "Ben..."

      "C'mon, Liv, turn around and place your hands on the wall."

      Even as my body complied, I shook in anticipation, then moaned.

      His voice was low and thick when he responded. "Did you say something, love?"

      "You're evil."

      His chuckle was low and throaty with a hint of whiskey smoke. "That I am."

      He lined his cock up to my slick cleft, rubbing himself against my opening, and I bucked. A low chuckle, accompanied by the rasp in his voice, was enough to bring me to the edge of orgasm. And then he slid into me to the hilt.

      Both of us froze. I breathed deep, my body adjusting to his size.

      He hissed in a breath. "God, every time. Like you were made for me." With a slow, measured retreat, he made my body beg, then he drove back in, and my breath caught.

      "For me." He continued to tease, taunt, and drive me to the brink of crazy with his powerful thrusts. "Always for me."

      "Ben, please, I need to come."

      He continued his slow and steady deep strokes. As if neither of us had anywhere to be in that moment. "Do you now? And what if I don’t let you?"

      I used my inner walls to squeeze around him, and he cursed.

      "What was that you were saying about letting me?"

      His chest vibrated as he laughed. "You drive a hard bargain, baby. I must remember never to walk into negotiations against you."

      But instead of giving me what I wanted, he slid all the way out. “Ben,” I whimpered.

      “Easy now, I’m coming right back.”

      When he touched a soapy thumb to my ass, I hissed. Oh, fuck. This was no quickie. He had every intention of being thorough. “Ben… oh, God.”

      He nipped my shoulder. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “N-no. Please don’t stop.” My blood ran thick with lust. He knew what I wanted. And he was always willing to let me explore my boundaries.

      He slid back into my slick channel, but all the while, he continued to explore my ass. While he timed each thrust with his thumb, I pushed back against him, seeking more of both. Ben eventually replaced his thumb with a finger. Gently penetrating me. Fucking me with the same slow, easy glide as his cock. Then he added two.

      We’d made love like this before, but it required the kind of time that we hadn’t had lately. It struck me that I’d missed it.

      When Ben removed his fingers and his cock, I moaned, automatically bringing my ass back, seeking more contact. When I felt the head of his cock against my ass, I held my breath.

      Ben’s voice was harsh in my ear. “Relax, baby, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Immediately, I released the breath I’d been holding. As he slid in past any resistance, I moaned at the familiar contact. As he seated himself inside my ass, he took the time to run soapy hands all over my body, whispering words of love and adoration. “God, I love you.”

      I could tell from his shaking hands how little control he had. Slowly, he made love to me. Pulling himself all the way out, then sliding back again, making me wild. My whole body shook, and all I wanted was for him to move faster. For him to feel as wild as I did.

      Finally, Ben increased his pace, even as his big powerful body cocooned me. Cupping my breast, he rolled the tight nipple with his fingers, making me drop my head back against his shoulder. He took my hand, and together, he led my fingers to the slick folds between my thighs. Together, we stroked over my clit, teasing that sensitive bundle of nerves, bringing me closer and closer to the brink of madness.

      "Come for me, baby."

      I turned my head to meet his lips for a long, wet kiss. His cock stroked me deep, and the penetration was enough to make me feel weak and needy and desperate. When I broke, the orgasm slammed through my body with a vengeance, so strong I needed to lean into him for support.

      "Oh, fuck, Liv."

      He came hard, and I could feel every jerk of his cock inside me.

      For several long moments, we stood, still joined, panting. Slowly, awareness seeped back in. I registered the water hitting the tiles, his hot, soap-slicked skin against my back, and his still hard dick inside my ass. "I love you." I whispered.
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      "Rise and shine, princess."

      I groaned as I rolled over. "I can't rise and shine. My boyfriend tortured me last night. He used my muscles in ways muscles should not be used. I'm too tired to wake up. Too tired to rise."

      "No you're not." He nuzzled my neck. Warm tingles worked their way through my body, making me giggle, and squirm, and stretch, baring half of my nakedness. Unable to resist, Ben leaned over to gently suck at my nipple, all the while murmuring, "Oh no, you're not tempting me again. I have something planned for you. Get up."

      I moaned. "Why are you doing this to me? I just want to sleep. Don’t you love me? Why is my boyfriend so mean?"

      He licked my other nipple. " Mind telling me how mean he is?"

      I giggled. "Very mean."

      "Well, I can be very nice. Will you dump your boyfriend for me?"

      I peeked an eyelid open. "I mean, you are very handsome. Are you also bossy?"

      He flashed a grin. "I knew you loved me being bossy."

      I giggled and tried to avoid another kiss, but he found me anyway, and then I moaned beneath him, lifting my hips to meet the hard length of him pressing against my cleft. 

      "No woman, we are not doing this. We will do this later. You have to get up now."

      "But what if I tempt you with sex? Does that mean I get to lie in bed a little bit longer?"

      He laughed. "No temptress, up you get." He rolled me over and then tapped me on the ass. 

      "Ugh, I will get you for that."

      "To get me, you have to get up."

      I groaned. "Okay fine. Find me something to wear."

      "Oh, um, about that. I had sort of, you know, planned on you sitting around naked all day."

      I laughed. "You and I both know full well nothing happens with me naked all day."

      "Look, I just haven't gotten to spend much relaxing time with you. So far, it's been heists and danger and all the crazy stuff, so I want to do something nice for you."

      "Okay, when you put it like that." God, the man was just trying to be sweet. With a yawn, I peeled back the covers all the way, exposing my nudity, and his gaze lingered on my sex. "You know what, on second thought, let me get you a t-shirt... and shorts... No, sweats. Sweats are better. They're thicker. I could see less of”—he waved his hand in front of my body, and it hovered slightly, like he wanted to reach out and touch something—"this."

      I laughed, then stood and stretched. 

      With a groan, he leaned in and kissed me again. Softly. His fingers dipping between my legs. "Uh, on second thought, maybe we should go back to bed, and then—"

      I shook my head. "No. I'm out of bed now. I want my surprise."

      He groaned. "Well, you didn't tell me you were completely naked under there."

      "Sweetheart, when you peeled off my knickers last night, what made you think I’d magically grow another pair? Or this morning, when you woke me up with your mouth on me, did you think I’d pop out of bed and pull on a pair of knickers after that?"

      "Think of me like a fish. I have short term memory issues. Now that I see you naked again, I'm forgetting that we're supposed to do something sweet outside of bed."

      I laughed and headed for the shower. "I'm going to grab a shower, and then you're going to show me the surprise."

      "Are you sure you need a shower? Oh, maybe I can help you wash your back."

      I laughed. "No, you demanded I wake up. These are the consequences of your actions."

      "That’s harsh," he groused.

      Nevertheless, he let me have my shower, and I took the fastest one on record. I didn't allow myself to turn the water on too hot because I knew I would stand there in the stream half asleep. Once showered, I grabbed some fresh clothes and tossed on some sweats like he’d said. Somehow, I preferred the sweats anyway. When I found him, he was in the dining room standing in front of a large spread. "Oh my God, what have you done?"

      "Just so you know, I have been cooking since 6:30."

      I blinked. Of course there was fresh fruits and eggs, and all the usual stuff. But he also had fried plantain and what looked to be gari and sugar, which was one of my favorite breakfast snacks when I was a child. "Oh my God, what did you do?"

      "I made you some of your favorite foods. And then we're going to hang out together for the day."

      I smiled up at him. "What is this?"

      "This is me, showing the woman who changed my life that I love her. We've spent a lot of time running away from each other, running toward each other, basically just running in general. So, I wanted us to just take a breather. Today we are going to pretend that I don't need to steal a priceless diamond, and that you haven't been kidnapped or attacked in my flat. We are going to pretend that everything is great, and we could take a leisurely stroll if we want to, or go to the market. Today, we are just us. Ben and Livy."

      I smiled at that. "I love you."

      "And I love you.”

      “Okay, now let me show you how to eat this."

      "What exactly is this again?” he asked about the gari. “I knew to ask for it at the store because I remembered what you said, but what is it actually?”

      I laughed picturing him shopping. "Well, it's cassava. It's a root vegetable that’s been dried and ground. And then you add water and a little bit of evaporated milk and sugar. I like it with peanuts inside. It's like a morning porridge you can make. Then the best thing about gari is that it can be eaten a number of ways. You can also soak the gari and pour off the excess water, give it time to dry, and it becomes something to eat with stew in the afternoon or the evening."

      He tried some of it dry. "Well, this really doesn't taste like anything. It's a little sour, I guess."

      I nodded and then gave him a spoonful of what I was eating. 

      His brow furrowed as he tried it and chewed thoughtfully. "Oh, it's like cereal."

      "Yeah. And obviously, you can adjust the sweetness and texture."

      He reached for my mug and took another bite. "Yeah, actually, I don't mind the texture at all."

      I laughed. "Did you make this for me or you?"

      "Well, it's your fault for introducing me to new things."

      We sat in companionable silence for a while, eating our breakfast. Then we talked about all the inane things that we hadn’t really had the chance to discuss before. Things like a piece of art for the living room. Mundane, everyday couple things. I still couldn't believe that he loved me and I was his. 

      After we spent the rest of the morning traipsing around Belgravia, we headed over to Notting Hill and walked around until we lost track of time. By the time we returned to the house, my feet were aching, and I was feeling the exhaustion of just being out and about. 

      "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah. I'm just beat." I frowned at him after I realized something. "I haven't seen any security all day while we’ve been out."

      "That's because I'm paying them to be very, very discreet. And I put tracking devices on our phones. Obviously, if you don't want one, I’ll remove it. But right now, anything to keep you safe."

      I looped my arms around his neck. "I love you. But you don't have to do all this."

      "Well, I beg to differ. The woman I love has been attacked twice. Not just once, but twice. Once in our own flat. Another time at an event. She's been kidnapped and tortured. So, if you don't mind, I'm going to keep assuming responsibilities for her safety."

      "Fair enough."

      "Come on, let's get you a massage for your sore feet."

      With a moan, I gave in. "Thank you for today."

      "You're welcome. I like spoiling you."

      "It wasn't even so much the spoiling. Just spending time with you means more to me than anything. It makes me feel like when all of this is over, we stand a chance."

      He pulled me over to the couch, picked up one of my feet, and propped it in his lap. He then eased my sandal off and then started to rub his thumb over my heel, and I groaned low. I sounded like some kind of dying animal, and he smiled. "Let me be clear. No matter what. We have more than a chance. No one else has made me feel like you do. For me, this is it. You and me." 

      I couldn't help the grin that spread over my face. "You're it for me too."

      "Good. Because you're stuck with me."

      I frowned as a thought entered my head. One I couldn't shake off. "Can I ask you a question? I don't want to ruin our day, but I need to know."

      "Ask anything."

      "Why did you hate living in this house?"

      His gaze snapped to mine. And for the first time all day, tight lines formed around his mouth. 

      Now you've gone and done it. You’ve asked for the one thing he can't give you.
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      I knew we were getting to that point. We'd never really talked about my father or Lila, at least nothing more than a surface conversation. The surprising thing was that, not so long ago, just hearing her name would have set my teeth on edge. But now, it barely stung. And that was all thanks to Livy for teaching me what actual love felt like. "Lila was everything I thought I wanted at the time. She was educated, beautiful. She moved in the right social circles. And I thought I was in love."

      "You weren't?"

      Her question was soft. And she was listening, watching me with rapt attention. "I loved her in the kind of way you love a pretty thing. And honestly, she didn't know me, I didn't know her, but I liked what the exterior presentation was. Sure, vacations were fun, and we did a lot with friends. We went to the right parties. We had all these things in common. She supported my ambition, that sort of thing. But it was a sort of hollow existence. We didn't match really. I remember some of our conversations when we had these long moments where I searched my brain for something to say to her. And I don't know why that didn’t give me a clue. Sometimes, I think she was a habit."

      "You were going to marry this woman out of habit? Surely, you loved her a little?"

      I frowned at that. Six months ago, I would have sworn up and down that I loved her. But had I? It certainly hadn't felt like this. “She didn’t push or challenge me. She never asked me to be anyone other than what I presented to her. She never asked me to dig deeper and be more."

      Livy frowned at that. "Do you think I'm asking you to be more than you are?"

      I took her hand then. "No, but yes in some ways. You’ve caused me to question things. Things about myself. The way I live, the way I grew up. Obviously, I've travelled a lot, but you're right, I have been sort of a billionaire prick. My whole life, I've never done things for myself. I've always had a helping hand. I sort of get in this habit of doing things the way I've always done them. I closed off horizons. Lila never pushed me to look beyond any of that because she liked when things stayed the way she thought they were supposed to be."

      "So what happened?'

      "She'd always said she wanted to live in Belgravia. And I had no real desire to live over here. I was perfectly happy staying at the hotel like East. After all, we'd worked hard to build them. I liked my loft. I liked my bachelor life. It was excellent. But from the moment she said that she had always dreamed of living here, I wanted to be the kind of man that could give her that dream. And then I saw that there was a townhouse up for sale and I started to try to give her that. It was right at the same time that I noticed that things were a little off. She hadn't been happy for some time. She was always pushing me to grow the business. Grow faster, grow bigger. She thought I was too small scale. Bridge, East, and I had a plan. And she insisted that I was listening to them too much and that they were keeping me from being great."

      "What was she talking about? The business was doing great because you know when to expand, when not to, when to hold, and when to pull back."

      I smiled at her softly. "You understand because you're in it, and you get it. But Lila was just looking from the outside, wanting the big name that comes with it, all the trappings, and so I bought the first townhouse. I thought I could make it into exactly what she wanted for her dream, and then she'd be satisfied and happy. But I rushed everything through. Everything. I had this house and had already started fixing it within six months. Obviously, with all my connections in the building industry, renovations went quickly. Then the townhouse next door became available, so I bought that too. I was making her Covington house. Everything she'd ever wanted. The day I came home with the key, she told me she was leaving, that I was never going to be able to give her what she wanted, and we were done."

      Livy's jaw dropped. "What? After everything you did for her?"

      "Yeah well, that was my own fault though. I should have done all these things for me. Fulfilled my dreams. Lesson learned."

      "So that was just it? She just left you?"

      This was the part. The part I had trouble saying out loud. "Well, she had found someone who could give her everything she wanted. The name, the trappings, the prestige."

      Livy laughed then. " That's insane. Who could possibly give her a better name than you could?"

      "Yeah, she opted to go with the senior. James Covington, my father."

      Livy blinked once. Then twice. Then again. "Are you fucking serious?"

      "Yeah, I am actually. She's my stepmother now."

      "You know, I knew I hated your father. How could he do that to you?"

      "Yeah, well, we have never particularly gotten along. And it felt like this was his giant final fuck you to me. It's fine."

      "It is not fine. It must have broken your heart."

      "At the time, yes. And I was more fazed by what my father did in the end than I was by Lila’s actions. Again, I had it wrong."

      "That's why you didn't ever want to live here?"

      "Yeah. But you, singlehandedly, have made this place a home. Before it was this museum or mausoleum that I couldn’t get past. Now, it's the place I want to be."

      "Does it feel weird having me here?"

      "No. It actually feels like home. You've put your own stamp on it. It feels like we belong here together."

      "Thank you for telling me all that."

      "I've held onto it, probably for too long. I should have told you sooner."

      "You're telling me now. And not for nothing, but your ex is a bitch."

      "Oh well, she got what she deserves. She and the old man are well suited to each other."

      “Your own father.” Suddenly she frowned. "Now it makes a lot more sense why you were so protective of me with him when he came here."

      "He's a known womanizer. But you didn't need my protection. As you keep telling me, you have it all completely handled."

      "I do, actually. But I still appreciate it. When you're not being excessively bossy, it is very hot that you want to take care of me."

      I laughed. "I'm never bossy."

      "Oh, you are plenty bossy."

      "No, no. Not bossy at all."

      "You realize the next time I see your father I'm going to give him a piece of my mind."

      "Nah, I think you've already terrified him plenty. Besides, it wouldn't sink in. And like I said, he and Lila have made each other miserable. I call it karma."

      She crossed her arms then. "If you say so. But you're right. We have a whole new life ahead of us. You and me. Once all of this is over with the Elite, we could start from scratch. Whatever you want."

      "I don't want a lot. Whatever we want is more important."

      "Amen to that." She leaned forward and gave me a kiss. And for the first time in years, I felt well and truly free.
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      The last thing I expected at six o'clock in the morning was Prince Lucas Winston of the Winston Isles, banging on my door. 

      I wasn’t in bed. I'd been down in the gym working out. Security sensors had gone off that someone had typed in the code. Very specifically, the team London Lords code. I grabbed the towel and hit the stairs, not bothering to wait for the elevator. I grabbed juice before heading to the back door to let him in. 

      "You're here early."

      He gave me a brisk nod in way of greeting. "We have a fucking problem."

      I led him through the mudroom and the butler's pantry to the kitchen. "Do you want coffee? It's about to start any second now."

      "Yeah, thanks."

      I opened my god-awful green drink and chugged it down without stopping to take a breath because that was when you could taste it. When I finished, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. "What's going on?"

      He pulled out the padded velvet holder, and my heart rate accelerated even faster than when I was running on the treadmill. This was it. Once I took care of this problem, the Elite would no longer be an issue. I'd be one step closer to unseating the Van Linsteds. Lucas unwrapped the velvet and I marveled at the way the stone glistened under the penlights from the kitchen. "It's beautiful."

      He nodded slowly. "Yeah, it's an exquisite fake."

      I choked on a cough. "What the fuck did you say?"

      "Yeah, it's fake. I had the gold tested, it's eighteen carat at best. But the diamond is manmade. Well made. Stunning, actually. An excellent replica. And the craftsmanship on the bracelet is second to none. A true artist made this."

      I ran a towel through my hair. "Where the fuck is the original then?"

      "Isn't that the question for the ages?" he asked as he rubbed his jaw.

      "Fuck. What now?"

      Lucas shook his head. "I don't know, dude. There could be a dozen different scenarios where the real diamond might have been stolen from right under their noses years ago, but we wouldn't know. No one has ever been close enough to check."

      "That stone is the cornerstone of their wealth and power. It's worth hundreds of millions. Marcus has gone so far as to use it as collateral on investments."

      "I don't know what to tell you. Because if this is what Marcus is using for collateral, it's not real. Or he’s working off of a past appraisal."

      Think. Think. Think. There was no way Marcus would have used a forgery as collateral knowing full well it would need to be authenticated. “The Van Linsteds have made their share of real estate investments along the way, never putting up their own money, so it would have to have been appraised recently."

      "That's true. If he's using that gem as collateral, then the original has got to be around somewhere. But what April was wearing for that gala is a fake. And there's no way to know where the real one is."

      "Fuck." I started to pace back and forth. "There has to be a way. Another way to verify. Unless it's just that she doesn't wear the real thing when she goes out."

      Lucas shrugged. "That is a distinct possibility too. I thought of that. But that's even worse news."

      "Why? It means that the real one is still in play."

      "Yeah, it's in play, but we're going to have to steal it right out from under them at the Van Linsted estate. And I'm good. I'm very, very good. But that's going to require some Mission Impossible-style Houdini antics, and I don't know if we have the chops for that."

      Did we have the chops? I had no idea. What I did know was that I couldn't hand over a fake to Rowan Downs. There was no way we’d get by with fucking over a man like that. So I was going to have to deliver the real one or give up justice for Toby, and I was not going to allow that to happen. And from what Lucas was saying, we couldn’t get verification unless we could get into the Van Linsted vault. I stared at him. "You can do it, can’t you? You’re that good?"

      He lifted a dark brow. “Me? Yes, with an experienced crew, which we are not. The real thing would be in the vault if it's at the estate, but it’s going to have the kind of security that makes your balls shrivel up."

      The bloody vault. "Jesus Christ, how the fuck are we going to get into the Van Linsted vault of all fucking places?"

      He shrugged. "The real question is, how are we going to get out?"

      "Jesus Christ, you're even more insane than I am for even considering it."

      "You have a better idea? Because this, pretty though it may be, is not real. We need access to that vault.”

      "You say that like it’s simple. This is the Van Linsted estate we’re talking about."

      "Not simple but not impossible. I just need time.”

      “The one resource we’re short on,” I muttered.

      “Have faith. I love a challenge.” His gaze lifted to meet mine. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.” His glance flickered up as if he was inquiring about Liv. 

      "She's okay. Doc says bruises and bumps, nothing broken. Sore ribs. The fuckers hit her."

      Lucas's lips formed a thin flat line. "You have a name?"

      "I'm working on it."

      I didn't want anyone else in on the details until I'd at least talked to Liv. And I wanted the first crack at the murdering gits. With the team, I'd have to follow some kind of rules, and I didn't want to follow rules. Those goons had put their hands on Livy. And I wanted to scorch the earth.

      "When I know, you'll know."

      He nodded. "Well, I'm sure she's okay. And she was a trooper. She handled April like a pro. Actually, maybe one way into the vault is that April offers her a tour. That way we can get a look-see at the vault. April owes Livy her life whether she wants to admit it right now or not.”

      I ground my teeth. I hated that plan. That plan was going to require Liv and I to smile in the faces of jackals.

      But I could do anything for vengeance. Despite my distaste for it, it wasn't a terrible plan because he was right. They owed Livy a debt of gratitude. And if there was one thing the Elite understood, it was the payment of debts. So it looked like I'd be putting out a call to Marcus Van Linsted because Lucas was right; a peek in their vault could be crucial.

      “You think Liv is safe?”

      I swallowed hard as the aroma of coffee filled the kitchen. “I have no idea. Those fuckers could come at her again, and I’d rather she not be a sitting duck.”

      "So, now our mission is divided. Find the kidnappers and get into the Van Linsted estate."

      Said aloud, it sounded absolutely nutters. "We're going to need all hands on deck."

      "I agree. I absolutely agree."
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      The good news was I didn't have too much swelling on my face. There was a bruise, but it was faint enough to be covered by makeup. My lip was swollen, so I'd have to wait for that to go down. Luckily, Ben had fixed me an icepack before I went to bed, and it wasn't as bad as it could have been. But the real travesty were my wrists and ankles where I'd been bound and the bright covering of purple and yellowish bruises on my abdomen, my arms, and my legs from being hit, thrown, and dragged. 

      All in all, I was fine though. As I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around me, I felt marginally better. At least I was standing, and I didn't smell like gasoline, so that was a bonus. However, I was still pretty terrified. That was going to be a constant thing for a while. 

      It could be worse. You could be dead.

      There was a knock on my door, and I grabbed my robe, easing my arms in and dropping my towel before knotting it at the waist. When I shuffled to the door and opened it, I gasped in surprise. "Telly!"

      "What's up, home slice? How are you, love?"

      "Ah, well, you know, kidnapped. But escaped."

      She laughed even as her gaze drank me in. "I've always said if you were ever kidnapped they would return you post haste. I'm glad to see that's true."

      I stepped back to let her in, and she hesitated. "Oh come on, Tell, it's me. I'm fine."

      "Well, you don't look fine. Sorry if I'm a little bit wobbly, but my best friend got kidnapped. K-I-D-N-A-P-P-E-D! All because she knew some admittedly fit-as-hell men. But kidnapped. There has to be a line."

      I coughed a laugh. "Tell, relax. This time, I don't think he was the culprit."

      She rolled her eyes. "Ugh, stop it. I mean, I understand his dick might be fantastic, but you can't just let him get away with this."

      How did I say it without sounding crazy? "He didn't do anything. Look, Tell, I don't know who it was that took me. I do know that somebody had been watching, and he's definitely Eastern European. He chased us and tried to run us off the road, then he escaped. But Telly, I've seen his picture in my mother's research."

      She frowned and then perched herself on the corner of the bed before eyeing it dubiously. "Do I want to sit on this thing?"

      I shrugged. "Um, looks like housekeeping has been through, so they probably changed the sheets. You’re safe, for now."

      She sighed. "Why don't you tell me what surfaces are safe to sit on that you haven't christened yet?"

      I laughed. "Well, I think there's a bench in the closet we haven't gotten around to yet."

      She pushed to her feet. "You know what, I'll stand. I will stand."

      I laughed and then shoved her back onto the bed.

      "Oh my God. It's been a while since I have been where a dick was, I really don’t want to know what has happened here. Or do I?"

      I laughed. "How's Carmen?"

      Telly ran a hand through her hair. "Oh, you know, she's fantastic actually. She's worried about you, of course."

      "Of course. You know, what with the kidnapping..."

      I rummaged around trying to find clothes, but the only things that seemed somewhat appealing were a pair of Ben’s happy face boxers I’d bought him. I jammed my feet into a pair before I lost the robe and then grabbed one of Ben's ultra-soft workout tees. When I slipped it on, Telly laughed. "Oh, you're at the height of sexiness now."

      I snorted a laugh. "Don't make me laugh. It makes my ribs hurt."

      Her gaze roved over me, cataloging every bruise and scrape. "My God, you are a mess. Tell me how you really are."

      I didn't know how to answer that. I sat down next to her and grabbed the towel again, wrapping it around my head, turban style. "Honestly, I don't know. I feel numb. Last night I started thinking about everything, and then I couldn’t sleep. If it hadn't been for Ben insisting that I needed orgasms to relax, I don't think I'd have been able to sleep a wink. But when he was done with me, I knocked the hell out. Something about being in his arms makes me feel like I'm safe there."

      "So you're saying that you don't think the abduction was related to him, that this whole mess isn't because of his secrets?"

      I shook my head. It wouldn’t have mattered if it were because of the Elite. I’d made my choices. But I knew where to lay the blame. At my own feet. "No. Given the fact that guy was at that warehouse, I think this has more to do with me and my research than Ben. We still haven’t talked it all through."

      Telly chewed her lip. "Moppett, we are at the point where you are getting kidnapped from places. Now is the time to tell him everything. Hold nothing back. I'm pretty sure he loves you."

      I grinned at that. "I'm sure you'd be right."

      Telly's eyes went wide like saucers. "No shit. Did you guys exchange the magic four letter word?"

      I laughed. "Yeah, we said it to each other last night."

      "That's amazing that you guys are going to go for anal. Good for you."

      My jaw unhinged. Telly burst out into a fit of giggles. "Oh my God, your face. You should see it right now."

      I just gaped at her. "Telly!"

      "What? Everybody’s doing it.” She waggled her eyebrows at me. “So, not anal then?"

      "You're ridiculous."

      "Hey, a girl’s gotta keep it fresh. So you're in love?"

      I couldn’t help the smile. "It certainly appears that way."

      She ran her hands through her hair again. "Sweetheart." I leaned forward and gripped her knee. "You don't need to keep running your hands through your hair like that. I saw the massive rock on your hand the moment I opened the door. So are you going to hurry up and tell me how she proposed, or are you going to keep me in suspense?"

      Now it was her turn for her jaw to unhinge. "You kneeling Queen! You knew the whole time. You didn't say anything."

      "Well, I saw it when I opened the door. I was going to say something, but then you barged in."

      "I did not barge. I forcefully walked."

      "Come on, let me talk about something happy. Please tell me about this engagement."

      "Oh, it's going to be spectacular. I have been waiting for my wedding day since I was a little girl."

      By the time I met her in college, Telly had been out since she was fourteen, but that didn't mean that she didn't plan on having the wedding of the century. And that was Telly. Flashy and always over the top. That was why I loved her. "Oh my God, these bridesmaid's dresses are going to be insane."

      "Yes, they will in fact be insane. Ugly as hell too. There are a lot of bitches I need to repay."

      It felt so good to sit there and laugh with her and talk about things that were completely normal and hopeful. It made me want the future to come. Because in that moment, planning for the future was exactly what I needed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Ben

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The whole team had assembled inside the great room. Once I'd put out the call about the fake diamond, it had taken Bridge thirty minutes to make it to the house. He was followed soon after by East. The rest of the team was in the house within the hour. None of my mates were at all happy about it. 

      Bridge just paced back and forth. "Is there any fucking thing we can do?"

      Lucas laughed. "Well, I had suggested that you lot buy a diamond and we craft a fake. But you vetoed that plan. So we have no other options. Now, we have a fake in our hands, and we don't have access to the real one. So I'll bring it up again. You can pool your resources, buy something worthy."

      East shook his head. "When you suggested it the first time, I did my research. There isn't even a diamond in the market that's remotely close to this one. And you think Rowan Downs won't know his family’s work? He’s obsessed with the Canary Jewel."

      Bridge scrubbed a hand over his stubble. "It's an option. He has never seen it. It's been gone for two generations. How would he know?"

      I shook my head. "They're fucking diamond merchants. Do you think they won't know?"

      East agreed with me. "No. Besides, the Canary Jewel is well documented. We're going to need a diamond of the same age. Between that and crafting the rest of that fucking bracelet to perfection, we don't have time."

      Lucas rolled his shoulders. "I know some excellent forgers who could do it with a good enough image. We can get a really good fake on the rest of the piece. It's just a diamond. You all are rich enough to get it."

      East shook his head. "No. That doesn't work. Because at the end of the day, the Van Linsteds are still going to parade it around. The whole point of this was revenge. There's no revenge if they're still in power. That rock is at the root of everything for them. And you think Rowan Downs won't know? Sure, maybe he anticipates that we're going to replace theirs with a fake, and he'll have the real one, but it has to be the real one. We have no room for questions on this."

      Roone was on Lucas and Bridge’s side. "No, no, no. There's leverage enough. They can get a damn good reasonable facsimile together, and the boys only need Downs to fall for it long enough to get the Van Linsteds out of power."

      I shook my head. "No. We know how far they’re willing to go. If we're going to do this, we need the real deal. We need Downs to have unwavering faith. We also have a small problem. There is supposedly an etching on the back of the bracelet. None of us have ever seen it, and it's not recorded anywhere. So unless we can get in and actually see the goddamn stone, it's impossible. And if we're that close, we need to fucking steal it."

      Lucas stood up and started pacing again. "Fucking hell. I don't know what else to say. Sounds like our only option is to break into fucking Fort Knox."

      Roone just laughed. "You're mad, mate. You know I love you like a brother. Hell, I love you more than my own brother. But that's fucking mad."

      Lucas laughed. "Oh, I know."

      Bryna tried to calm him by rubbing his back, but he shook her off. "No, love. As good as your massages are, they're not going to fix this. We're backed into a corner."

      There was shuffling on the stairs, and I was surprised to see Telly coming down with Liv. "I thought I told you to keep her upstairs."

      Telly rolled her eyes. "Oh, look, a roomful of handsome rich men, and beautiful rich women. My kind of place. Discussing another heist?"

      East lifted a brow. "Who's this, Ben?"

      I’d forgotten they hadn’t met. "East, this is Telly. Liv's best friend and original cracker of the drive."

      East rolled his eyes. "Oh, so you're Telly Brinx?"

      She grinned at him. "The one and only. My God, are all of you this good looking? This makes me almost regret that I have given up dick."

      Lucas coughed a laugh then. "Oh my God, I think I love her."

      Bryna whacked him, and he laughed even harder. "Oh come on, she's funny. Not as funny as you, of course." He leaned over and kissed his fiancée. 

      Introductions were made all around, and Liv sidled up to me. I wrapped an arm around her shoulder. "You should be in bed."

      "I'm not going to lie around in bed. Clearly, we have a problem if the whole team is here."

      She lifted her chin in greeting to everyone. "What's up, guys? Did you steal anything good lately?"

      Lucas chuckled. His good mood seemed restored for some reason. "Not like we didn't have the most impossible of all tasks in front of us. I'm glad to see you up and around. Ben was going a little nuts without you."

      "Yeah well, can't keep a good woman down. Besides, you should see the other guy."

      Roone gave her a nod that said he appreciated her feistiness. I'd have to clock my cousin later. I kissed her on the forehead. "You should be lying down. You had a hell of an ordeal."

      "I'm well aware of the ordeal. But obviously, we've got trouble. It wasn’t the Van Linsteds or the Elite that took me. I was taken because of the research into my mother’s book, and I’ve put you all at risk."

      Shit. She didn’t know the two things were likely connected. We hadn’t had much time to talk about the picture or Evan Zolov and his involvement with the Van Linsteds.

      More like you’ve been putting that conversation off.

      I brushed her curls back over her shoulder. "Let’s talk about that later. You should—"

      "Christ, Ben, I'm not some Jane Austen heroine that needs to lie down at the faintest whiff of trouble. Besides, you didn’t seem to think I needed to rest last night when you were busy dicking me down, right?"

      There was a stunned silence from the room, and then East, Bridge, and Drew, traitors that they were, laughed their asses off, quickly followed by my cousin and then Lucas. Jessa and Bryna just gave her nods of appreciation. "If you all are done now?"

      She went to the fridge and pulled out the orange juice and poured herself a glass. "Okay, if you are all here, that means we have other problems." She finished the glass and landed her gaze on Lucas. "What's wrong with the jewel?"

      "It's a fake, love." Lucas said

      Livy swore under her breath. "That bitch. I knew it. I knew it when I was locked up with her."

      All gazes landed on Liv. "What do you mean?"

      "She said it when I was locked up with her. I was just coming to, so I wasn’t certain I’d heard it right until now. She said, 'Oh thank God, I decided not to show it.’ And I didn't know what she meant then. I thought she was just babbling because she was annoyed with me. But she wore a fake. The goddamn jewel must be in the vault. She never intended to wear it at all."

      "Okay, so the Van Linsteds weren’t at all worried about the jewel because she wore the fake replica?" Jessa asked.

      Liv nodded. "Yeah, they probably do it all the time. It only appears as if she's rocking it when she goes to these big-name events. But she's not. It probably never leaves the vault."

      Lucas plopped back in his seat and leaned back. "Well, that answers one question. So, the real one is exactly where we thought it was. Which means we're going to have to go to plan F."

      I glanced over at him. "What the fuck is plan F?"

      "Plan F is fuck it all. Go big or go broke time. Who wants to break into Fort Knox?"

      Bryna asked, “Liv, why do you think the kidnapping is about your mother’s book?”

      "As I told the police when they interviewed me, we were taken by Eastern Europeans. And there was something they kept saying to each other. Libret. I wasn’t sure what language they were speaking, but apparently it was Albanian. Telly checked it out for me."

      Telly nodded. "It's Albanian for book. Liv said that they kept asking her, saying the word when they were trying to get information about where she'd stored all her files."

      "One of them spoke English. I don't remember much, but they said my mother's name and that word, libret. I think this has to do with me. This isn't a London Lords thing."

      Everyone was silent for a minute, and then Drew let out a low curse. "So what the fuck does that mean? We've gone to great lengths to keep her safe. If she got herself in danger, why are we about to rob the fucking Van Linsteds?" 

      I didn’t know when he'd started to turn into such a little bitch, but East was quick to remind him. "Even if this is true, and that's why they took Livy, it doesn't matter. The point is, the Van Linsteds still fucking covered up for Bram and all the other people responsible for Toby's death. I still say we rob them blind."

      Bridge nodded. "Yeah. The plan still stands."

      Drew cracked his neck. "Listen to yourselves. We're too fucking divided. As if Ben’s going to let it slide that some goddamn eastern Europeans snatched his woman from under his nose."

      Liv put up her hands. "Okay look, stop. I'll just put the book on hold. Lay low. Keep my hands clean. No reason for anyone to stop on account of me."

      Jessa shook her head. "It's too late for that. Besides, you already have an editor and a publisher waiting for you. And this is about your Mom’s legacy too. You can't just put this away." 

      Bryna agreed with her. "Besides, they're trying to shut you up, and we can't let that happen."

      Drew threw up his hands. "Like I said, the fucking team is divided."

      Telly raised her hand. "Okay look, I know I'm new to the team."

      East lifted a brow. "You're not on the team."

      She grinned and then winked at him. "Of course, I am. Liv says I am, so obviously, I am. Bestie rules. Sorry, handsome." She rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to me. "Look, handsome number four over there, Blondie, he has a point. We are a team divided. But we have some badasses in the house from what I'm told by Liv here. And a full-blown princess. How about the girls work on the book angle and get as much information as we can about who snatched her. I've got some resources that I can exploit, and you fellas get the fucking diamond back. Or steal it to begin with, whatever you need to do."

      I rolled my eyes. "Liv, you've been busy."

      She shrugged. "Best friend rules. I needed someone else to balance against all of yours."

      I turned my attention back to Telly. "She has a point."

      Drew eased himself onto one of the stools. "It was my idea to begin with."

      I chuckled then. "Oh, don't sulk, mate. It’s still a good idea. Okay, Liv, Telly, Jessa, and Bryna, you guys focus on the book. The rest of us will figure out some kind of plan to get the goddamn diamond away from the Van Linsteds."

      Roone nodded. "We'll need more Royal Guards."

      Jessa groaned. "Oh my God, I do not need a shit ton of Royal Guards. Why don't you just call Ariel? Have her come."

      Lucas shook his head. "No. Abso-fucking-lutely not. If Ariel turns up, Tristan will be here. If Tristan comes, Sebastian is going to start to worry why everyone is in London and has abandoned him in the Winston Isles. Besides, if Ariel comes, then Penny comes, and Sebastian will soon follow. We're keeping my brother out of this."

      Roone clapped him on the back. "Mate, right now, we need all hands on deck. You think you have enough of a team to raid something with the security of Fort Knox?"

      Lucas rubbed his temples. "We are not involving my brother."

      Jessa shrugged. "I know you don't want Sebastian here. I get it. You think I want the look? The I'm disappointed in you expression? But we don't have a choice. We need a whole team. Plus, Ben is right. It wouldn't be bad to have more security on board. Do you know anybody who's better than Ariel?"

      Lucas groaned. "We are so fucked."

      I glanced at Liv. "How do you feel?"

      She met my gaze and gave me a small smile. "Looks like we are in a pile of trouble, and we need all the help we can get. I'm not going to say no."

      "All right then, looks like we need to call the rest of team Winston Isles."
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      I didn't want to tell Ben that he was right. 

      Matter of fact, I would rather cut off my damn arm. But I had no choice. Because the truth was, I was exhausted.

      I felt like I'd been run over by a truck, twice, but I sauntered out of the living room with a saucy smile. Saucy was the best I could manage with my lip throbbing like I needed to tear it off my face and start with a new one. 

      "All right, if we're going to do this whole two teams-one goal thing, let's get to it."

      East clapped his hands together and grabbed his laptop off of the island. Telly lifted a brow. "Oh, is he tech support? Because I'm pretty sure I'm tech support."

      I could have sworn I heard Lucas chuckle, "Oh, nerd drama. How cute."

      I crossed my legs on the couch, pretending I was perfectly fine. Yup, that's right. Nothing to see here. Not like I really wanted to lie down. Not like the whole left side of my face felt like I'd been kicked in the face by an elephant. Nope. All good. 

      I shifted my gaze to Ben, who stood behind me, arms crossed and standing like a statue. He lifted his brow as if to say, 'I told you so.' I just glowered back at him. So what if he'd told me so? Why should he get to have all the fun? 

      East plopped in the chair just a little left of me and started tapping away. "Right, first we'll get the best description you've got of whoever you saw clearly. And then—"

      Telly laughed as she opened her laptop. "Oh, you're cute. While you're busy dicking around, I'm just going to crack the backdoor to the NSA, and I’ll get facial recognition in less time."

      East glanced up at Bridge. "She's not on the team. Tell her she's not on the team."

      Ben just chuckled. "Mate, if Liv says she's on the team, she's on the team. Chill."

      East muttered something under his breath, but I couldn't hear it, and Telly just laughed. "Liv, why don't you describe who you saw?"

      East shook his head. "You and I both know I'll get there faster."

      She shrugged. "We'll see.”

      Both of them looked at me expectantly. My gaze ping-ponged between the two of them. "Oh my God. I don't care who does this. It just needs to be fast."

      East nodded. "Don't worry, it will be." As I spat out information that I remembered, Ben eased a hand on my shoulder and gently massaged the knot of tension with his thumb. I almost moaned. His hands were strong but gentle. He was well aware of where my bruises were, what to touch and not to touch. He had magic hands. The thing was, the more he rubbed, the more pliant I became, the more aware of him. I was in a roomful of people with his hands on me, and I still got those zings of electricity. My core throbbed as if answering an invitation. 

      I tried to ignore it. I described his eyes as not too far apart. Round, not slanted. His nose was straight. Roman, but it looked like it may have been broken several times. His skin was sort of olive, but ruddy, with lots of pink tones as well.

      Feature by feature we went, and I did my best to describe him, the man pulling in when I had been pulling out. I hoped that I was getting this right because my life depended on it. When I was done, East pressed a button. "Okay, I think we’ve got enough to go on." But then he frowned at the screen and said, "Ben, mate, doesn't that look like—"

      I glanced up at Ben, who was looking at East's computer. "Like who?" I asked. 

      "It's fine. East, just see what you can get. We need confirmation."

      Telly laughed. "You know I want to be faster, right?"

      While she and East bickered, I continued to stare at Ben. "Who does he look like?"

      "It looks like someone we might know. But before I start going down that road, let's get our confirmation."

      Why did I get the feeling he was hiding something from me? 

      Maybe because you still don't trust him?

      No, I did trust him. We loved each other, and it was not the time for keeping secrets. Besides, after everything we'd been through, no way would he be keeping secrets from me.

      As it turned out, Telly was right. She was faster. "I'm into the NSA. I've uploaded the photo. They'll come back with matches until we have one."

      East scowled. "You might be into the NSA, but I'm into Interpol and FSB’s database."

      "Okay. May the best man win."

      Lucas laughed. "Okay, while the nerd brigade works on that, then maybe we figure out how the hell we're going to get into the Van Linsted’s version of Fort Knox."

      Jessa spoke up. "You might not like this... Actually, none of you are going to like this, but why don't we walk through the front door?"

      Drew laughed at her. "Are you insane?"

      "You know, I'm not sure I like you."

      Lucas and Bryna laughed behind their hands. Roone gave up and just laughed out right. "Jessa, try not to provoke one of our hosts."

      "What?" she asked. "It's true. I don't think I like him."

      Drew blinked several times, and I wasn't sure if he was unaccustomed to someone being quite that direct with him or if he was just shocked that somebody might not like him. Either way, it was hilarious. He tried to speak again, but Jessa held up her hand, effectively shutting him up. "Obviously, whether he likes it or not, Marcus Van Linsted owes you one. Liv brought his wife home safe and sound, whether she was trying to make her own bargains or not. The point is, you brought her home and that's going to be worth something to him. May we suggest having a party in his wife's honor and make Livy a guest?"

      Ben shook his head. "I don't like putting her in their crosshairs, especially if we don't know for sure whether or not they're behind any attempts on her life."

      Jessa nodded. "I hear you, but that would get us into the building."

      "Yeah, but how the hell are we going to get the diamond out?"

      "Well, I'm sure Lucas would think of something."

      Her brother pondered, rubbing his jaw. "So you're suggesting we walk in the front door. No Mission Impossible-style antics?"

      "Well, you said yourself the best cons are simple ones. Everyone would be paying attention to one thing, April Van Linsted, who would love being the center of attention. And obviously, members of the Elite would be there. In the meantime, the rest of us who are not on the radar will be in the vault or finding a back exit and sneaking it out."

      Bryna perked up. "Actually, that's kind of brilliant, Jessa. There's no reason for increased security. Sure, it will be a party in honor of his wife, but it won't be anything big or huge. It'll be intimate. You know, maybe a hundred people. There's no reason for any member of the Elite to want to steal from them. It's brilliant. Lax security means we can walk right out of there with it."

      I knew from experience that Bryna wasn't demure by any sense of the word. But her voluntarily rushing into danger didn't seem like her. "You two are mad."

      Bryna shrugged. "Actually, it's simple and it’s smart. It puts, at the very least, the four of you on the premises. Five, counting Livy. And though East won't have access to his tech, we have Telly. And if Ariel comes on board, that means we have another tech head available and handy. And if anything needs to be dealt with on sight, East will be available."

      East opened his mouth to protest, and I could see his brain working. "You know what, she has a point. There is simplicity in walking in their front door, because nobody is going to be looking for us. And from what I've heard tell of Ariel, she's a badass."

      Bryna nodded. "Actually, you know what? We should ask Neela to help too. She's a former code cracker."

      Ben nodded. "Neela. I've met her before at Roone and Jessa's wedding. Beautiful, olive toned skin, big giant brute of a man hovers over her when anyone gets close?"

      Roone snorted. "Yup, that would be Jax. I love my mate to death, but he's very protective of her."

      Bridge leaned back on his seat. "Jesus Christ, how many hackers do you people know?"

      Telly shrugged. "Don't look at me. I wouldn't classify myself as a hacker."

      East lifted a brow. "Oh, you know, we're just going to casually walk through the backdoor of the NSA while covering our asses. If you're not a hacker, I don't know what you are."

      "Maybe in my youth, but now, I'm a respectable businesswoman."

      "Is that what we're calling you?" East muttered. 

      I looked around the room. "Jessa, Bryna, that's mad, you know that."

      Jessa grinned. "But it might just work."

      I slid a glance over at Telly. "Tell, what do you think?”

      My best friend laughed. "You're right, it is completely mad. But it also might just work. Now we don't have to worry about how the hell we're going to get into the building and access security feeds that can't be accessed remotely. If they’ve got the kind of security I think they probably do, they’ll control access on site, which means we have to be there. Or at least someone has to be there to shut it off to give our team outside access."

      I glanced up at Ben, and he shook his head. "No, this is mad, love."

      I grinned up at him. "But it just might work."

      East muttered. "Son of a bitch. Isn't that Evan Zolov? He's the one who took Livy?"

      I frowned and then scrambled up giving no thought to the stitch in my side, or the fact that my feet still screamed in agony over the glass I'd stepped in when making my escape. I leaned over his computer, and my breath caught as I gasped. “That's him. Burnt hand."

      Telly muttered a curse. "I found him."

      East gave her a smug smile. "But I found him first."

      Ben snapped his fingers. "Fucking focus, would you?"

      East winced. "Right, yeah. Didn't I just look him up for you, mate? What's he doing taking Liv?"

      My gaze snapped back to Ben. "You know him? Why?"

      Ben's gaze never left mine. But something in the set of his full lips told me that he'd been keeping something from me. "Everybody out. We'll reconvene tomorrow evening."

      "No, they should stay. What the hell do you have to say?"

      "Liv, let's talk about this privately."

      I shook my head. "No. You and I said no more secrets, so spill it."

      He was in no mood though. With a growl, he marched over and picked me up. "What the hell are you doing?"

      There was a snicker from somewhere in the corner. Bridge, Roone maybe? "That's one way to handle an argument."

      But Ben didn't seem to care. Instead, he carried me down the hall, into the library, and closed us both in. "I may have something to tell you."

      "Yeah, no shit."
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      “You lied.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      That wasn’t exactly true. I hadn’t lied; I’d withheld for her own good. But I shouldn’t say that because that would be dickish, and she was furious.

      “Liv, I didn’t lie. I just wanted to be sure first.”

      “Sure of what?” She touched her head and then eased herself onto the settee where she had books stacked up for research.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Do not do that. You don’t get to be the concerned, loving boyfriend now.”

      “That’s basically who I am all the time.”

      “Bennett.”

      It was the first time she’d ever used my name in anger. The problem was, my cock didn’t know the difference. Just hearing my full name off her lips, he was ready to go. But now was not the time. Down boy. “Liv, just let me explain.”

      “Shut up. Start talking.”

      Smart-ass that I was, I couldn’t help but mutter, “So which is it, shut up or start talking?”

      “I swear to God, I will kill you myself.”

      Fuck. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, baby. Love, please just hear me out.”

      “You promised me.”

      “I did. I know. It’s just… There was a lot going on, and I wanted to be sure. When I was helping you research that night, I saw the photo and he looked familiar, but I didn’t know who he was. I didn’t know if it was cause for alarm or not.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ, that’s what you do when you’re with someone. You talk things out.”

      “I’ve been talking. Do you realize I shared more with you than I’ve ever shared with anyone? Since my Mom died, I keep things pretty close to the vest.”

      She glowered at me. “That is bullshit, and we both know it. You talk to Bridge and East… daily. Several times a day about God knows what. East knew you recognized him.”

      Yeah, East had known. Why hadn’t I told her? I had no choice. I had absolutely no choice but to tell her. “Okay. Okay, you’re right.” I held my hands up and then eased myself on the other side of the settee, careful not to touch her because she looked furious right now, and I didn’t want her injuring herself in her efforts to get away from me. “I should have told you. I told myself I was keeping you safe, but—“

      “But what, Bennett?”

      I winced as my balls tightened. Get it together, mate. “When we were researching, I saw the photos and I just—I wasn’t even focused on the one with Evan Zolov in it. I was focused on the other one.”

      The furrow between her brows went deeper, marring her beautifully smooth skin. “I swear to God, Bennett, tell me everything right now, or I’m walking out that door and not coming back. I don’t give a fuck if someone is trying to kill me. You cannot lie to me anymore.”

      I scrubbed my hands over my face. “I know. I am fucking this up, and I warned you that I would. I need to learn how to do this, okay? So just please cut me some slack.”

      “I can’t cut you some slack until you tell me the truth.”

      “Okay, that night we were researching, there were two photos. One of Carol at some kind of a ball or function. She had that low-cut burgundy dress on. There was a hand wrapped around her waist, and the man wore a ring on his thumb, a signet ring.”

      She frowned. “I don’t remember that picture.”

      “There were dozens that you were going through. There were just so many. I recognized the signet ring right away, but I wanted to be sure.”

      Her brows lifted. “So?”

      “It looked like my father’s signet ring.”

      She blinked. “Your father’s?”

      “I recognized it right away as one of the Elite rings. But I wasn’t sure it was his until I took the photo home and looked at it closer under a magnifying glass and saw the number etched into the side of it. We all have our numbers etched.” I held up my left hand with my ring on it and yanked the bugger off, grateful to be free of it for even a moment. “You see, right here. That’s my number. I’m brother four hundred and fifty-one.”

      She scowled. “So? Your father knew Carol?”

      “It appears that way. I just didn’t know why that particular photo would be in your mother’s files.”

      “They knew each other. Wait, when was this?”

      “I still don’t have all the answers. I went to speak to him, but he’s stalling me.”

      “What do you mean by stalling?”

      “At first he tried to pretend he didn’t know who was in the picture. And then he played it off as unimportant.”

      “But that doesn’t make any sense. Sure, if your father was the Prime Minister during the time she was the ambassador for Ghana, it makes sense that they would know each other. They probably knew each other well. So why would it be a big deal?”

      “Exactly my question to him.”

      “Are you sure? What the hell was the date on the photo?”

      “It’s not dated, but the photo was enough to shake me, and I still want to know why that photo would be in your mother’s research about Caroline Ritter. I also want to know why the old man was cagey about it.”

      “Okay, so that’s something else to research. Fine. But why did you take the other photo?”

      “Because I knew I recognized him from somewhere, so I took it to East after I met with my Dad.”

      “And he found him?”

      I nodded slowly. “He’s a fixer for the Van Linsteds.”

      Her jaw dropped open. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      “Yeah. So, a conversation with Marcus Van Linsted is in order. I’ll put in the call, assuming he’ll even meet with us.”

      “Well, why would a fixer for the Van Linsteds take April and me?”

      “It could be that he was there for you, and she just got in the way.”

      Liv pushed to her feet again, chewing her nail as she shuffled back and forth on the hardwood on her bare feet. With every step she took, I marveled at how dainty her feet were. She wasn’t really that tall at five-seven, but she was certainly above average. And for a woman that tall, her feet were so tiny. Ballerina’s feet. “April had been searching for security when I happened upon her. And he came up behind me, so he might have followed me, looking for a chance to take me. But what if she was the target?”

      “We don’t know anything for sure. Which is why we need to be careful.”

      “But when they questioned me, they definitely said the word ‘book.’ Unless that word means something else in a different language, but that’s what I heard.”

      “Okay, but was it definitely him you saw driving into the warehouse?”

      She nodded. “Oh, absolutely, it was him.”

      “Right, then I need to talk to Marcus Van Linsted because his dog is off his leash, at the very least. At worst, it’s something far more sinister.”

      “I’ll follow the crumbs. You have a diamond to steal.”

      “Liv, I didn’t mean to keep it from you. I just wanted to be sure. I don’t have all the dots to connect yet.”

      “Neither do I. But we won’t get them if we don’t talk to each other. I get it; you’re used to working on your own. You and the boys, the London Lords. And I don’t want to break up that team, but you need to communicate with me. You can’t keep things from me. We have talked about this.”

      “I know, and I fucked up. It wasn’t my intention to keep it from you. I told myself I was going to talk to you as soon as I got a chance, after the diamond heist or whatever. There just wasn’t a really good time.”

      “I’m not letting it slide, Ben. This is your default method of operating. Pull everything in, deal with it yourself. But I can’t live like that. I love you, but I can’t be with someone who’s not going to talk to me.”

      Panic triggered my heart into a gallop. “We belong together. You know that.”

      “I know you keep saying that, but I also need you to mean it and not just say it. ’We belong together’ also means communication.”

      Fuck. I couldn’t lose her. “Whatever you need. I’ll figure this out. I’ll fix it. I have just never been this close to someone before. Even Lila and I didn’t talk like this. And to be honest, she never seemed to really give much of a shit.”

      “I’m not her.”

      “I know that, and I understand. It’s just something I’m not used to. I have only ever had East, Bridge, Drew, and once, Toby. So please, cut me some slack. I know I don’t deserve it, but I’m asking for it anyway. I have to learn how to open up to you. And I’m not deliberately trying to keep things from you. Honestly, I’m not. It’ll just take more time than I thought.”

      “Is there anything else I need to know?”

      “Right now, you know everything I know. I am trying, Liv. Just don’t leave me.”

      She frowned. “Leave?”

      “Don’t leave me behind because I couldn’t figure out how to talk to you.” The worry spilled out of my lips before I could hold it back. Even then, my brain understood that there was something frightening in letting those words loose and so I spoke it softly.

      “Ben, I’m pissed, but I wouldn’t leave because of one fight.” I lifted my gaze to meet hers. I expected anger and fire in her eyes, but instead I found love and disappointment. I wasn’t sure which was worse. “We’re having a disagreement, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to pack and walk out. Haven’t you ever had a disagreement with someone before?”

      “Yeah, but not about something so important.”

      She watched me closely, her gaze scanning my face. She could see the truth in my statement. “Ben, I’m not going anywhere. I love you.”

      “You left once. You went to Telly’s when you found out I’d lied to you about why you were in so much danger.”

      Her lips parted as if she was about to say something, but then she closed them again before taking a deep breath. “I shouldn’t have done that. But I came back. And I’m not going to do that again. We love each other, so we’re kind of stuck.”

      “So you’re admitting you’re mine?”

      “I’m not a possession.”

      “Sorry. But you’re not going anywhere?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m not. You’re stuck with me. But that means I’m going to hold your feet to the fucking fire.”

      “Noted. And you should. I’m a bit of a dick.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m with you.”

      I flashed her a grin, trying humor. “Yes, also, I have a big dick.”

      She snorted a laugh. “I do not want to laugh right now. I’m still mad.”

      “Okay, yeah. Too soon.”

      “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Not let me get away with shit and not leave me?”

      “Fine. Both of those things, I can do. Now, when the hell are we going to talk to Marcus Van Linsted?”
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      When I marched up to Jessa’s townhouse, I was searched at the door, even though the guards already knew me from my previous visit. I nodded and smiled a greeting.

      “Miss Ashong, it’s nice to see you again.”

      “Trevor, right?”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Once I was checked to make sure I didn’t have any weapons on me, Telly was checked next. “Easy does it. If you break the merchandise you buy it.”

      The other guy, I didn’t know his name, commented on Telly’s ring. “That’s a gorgeous rock. Who’s the lucky fella?”

      Telly smirked at him. “The lucky lady’s name is Carmen.”

      He gave her a broad grin. “Well then, lucky lady. Should I be sad that you’re off the market?”

      “Yes, you should be. I’m the best sex you’ve never had.”

      He chuckled and opened the door. “Well then, have a good evening, ladies.”

      Telly sauntered in ahead of me. “Oh my God, the class of people you run with now… Will you remember us university friends when you’re a billionairess?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please, and must you flirt with everybody?”

      “Hey, what can I say? Just because I don’t want to sample the dick doesn’t mean I don’t want to play with it.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Oh my God, you’re ridiculous, and I love you.”

      She hooked her arm into mine. “I love you too. P.S. You know you’re my maid of honor, right?”

      I grinned. “I would have been properly pissed off if I wasn’t.”

      “Well, good. Crisis averted. You are. And I promise not to be a Bridezilla.”

      “Good, because I have no time for drama. You know, unless it’s the shoot-em-up variety.”

      “Yeah, we’ll probably have to wait until people stop trying to kill my bestie to get hitched.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.”

      She shrugged. “Well, one must do what one must do.” We followed the sound of voices into the massive living space. Bryna gave us a wide smile and waved from the kitchen as she shoveled chips and guacamole into her mouth. Jessa was on one of the stools and turned when she saw Bryna wave. “There you are.” She came over and gave hugs to both me and Telly. “Telly, it’s nice to see you again. And Liv, heck, we’re family now.”

      “I guess we are. Trial by fire and all that?”

      From one of the backroom areas came a voice. “Oh my God, I haven’t been to the bathroom alone in over a year. That was surprisingly, blissfully relaxing.”

      The woman stopped short. She was darker than me, with a mane of tight curls flowing over her shoulder, wild and springy. She smiled. “Oh, you must be Liv. I’m Penny.” she said with a grin, then stuck out her hand.

      I shook it. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m Olivia.”

      I introduced Telly and the two of them shook hands. And then Telly did some weird curtsy thing. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to do with royalty.”

      Penny waved a hand. “Please… Before I was royalty, I was a Royal Guard, so no bowing and none of that curtsying shit. Besides, I get the impression that we’re about to become very good friends.”

      From the direction of the garage came a groan, then the door opened and someone came in carrying what looked like several pieces of equipment. “Of course Roone would have ancient tech. How am I supposed to do anything before my full setup arrives tomorrow?”

      Penny ran over to help. “Ariel, we have guests.”

      Ariel’s head snapped around, and she assessed me in a moment. “Ah, you must be Liv.” Then her gaze landed on Telly, and her brows rose. “Telly Brinx.”

      Telly gave a nervous laugh. “Um, my reputation precedes me?”

      The redhead nodded, sending her mane of russet waves cascading down her back. “Oh, yeah, it definitely does. What you have been doing for security is groundbreaking.”

      Telly smiled tentatively. “I’m sorry we aren’t acquainted, but I like you already.”

      Ariel dumped one of the black cases on the countertop then dusted off her hands on her jeans. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ariel Winston.”

      Telly’s eyes went wide. “Oh, you married a prince. The soccer player.”

      Ariel laughed. “I see someone has been reading her Hello! magazine.”

      Telly nodded. “Well, I needed to know who the players were. And you are also a badass hacker.”

      Ariel shrugged. “Well, badass isn’t the word, but pretty damn close. The real badass is Neela.”

      I heard footsteps upstairs, and then someone came running down the stairs. “Did I hear my name?”

      The woman had a gently curved belly, straight dark hair, olive toned skin, and wide dark eyes. I immediately wanted to take care of her. “Hi, I’m Liv.”

      She grinned. “I’m Neela, and in here… Well, my husband thinks it’s a Jax junior. Wait till he finds out Jax is a girl.”

      I laughed and made the introductions with Telly.

      I had assumed that it would be Penny who would take over the meeting, but she was content to hang back, chatting to Jessa, and instead it was Ariel who took over. “Sorry to jump right into it, but I figured we’d want to talk business stuff, and then we’ll get the wine and find out all about just how good Big Ben is in bed.”

      My eyes went wide. “Oh my God.”

      Ariel snorted a laugh. “Oh shit, your face. But it’s true though. Inquiring minds want to know. I’m pretty sure he has hit on every single woman in this room.”

      Heat flushed my skin. “That does sound like him.”

      Ariel grinned. “But if he has landed on you, then you know that’s for keeps.”

      I flushed again. “Ah, um, maybe?”

      Ariel shook her head. “He’s a flirt. And he’s used to getting his way, but he has definitely been searching for that kind of soul that’s core to him. You know, the kind of man that when he’s decided, he’s decided for good, and that’s it. So, are you ready for wedding bells?”

      I blinked, suddenly too hot and flushed.

      Telly clapped and jumped up and down excitedly. “Oh my God, we’re going to have a double wedding.”

      Jessa tapped Bryna on the ass before finding her seat. “Oh, my God, a triple wedding. Add Bryna in there.”

      The snacks were laid down on the coffee table as everyone took their seats. Ariel, Telly, and Neela had laptops open and were busy talking tech speak. Something about routers and servers and access and onsite encryptions. I didn’t understand a word.

      Penny perked up, asking Bryna, “Oh good. Are things better with you guys then?”

      Bryna nodded. “Yeah, he’s just being the stubborn Lucas. Not talking to me, thinking he could handle everything on his own. Like I don’t know him better than I know myself. He misses stealing. So I suggested maybe he steal things to benefit people.”

      I laughed. “Um, how would that look?”

      “Well, I don’t know. I’m sure there’s lots of people who have been wronged by folks who need things taken back or delivered. I don’t know. It was just an idea.”

      Ariel lifted a brow. “I mean, it’s not a bad idea. There are so many lost artifacts from the Holocaust, and you know there are some unscrupulous assholes that are hoarding them. He could steal it back. Give it to the families.”

      Bryna sat forward nodding. “Oh my God, that’s excellent Ariel.”

      “Let’s just say I have a devious mind.”

      I shook my head. “Are all of you like this?”

      Ariel popped a chip in her mouth. “Yep, get used to it.”

      I glanced around the room. These women were all risking their life and liberty to help me. “Seriously, you guys don’t even know me, but you’re all jumping in to help?”

      Penny grinned and gobbled down water. “Oh, you haven’t even seen anything yet. This is team Winston Isles. When one of us is in trouble, all of us are in trouble.”

      Several months earlier, I’d lost my mother, and Telly was all I had left. But surrounded by these women, and knowing I had Ben, I suddenly felt completely enveloped by love and family. Like these people were what I’d been missing all along.

      Ariel nodded at Penny. “Yep, get used to it. We’re the kind of family that turns up even when you don’t want us to. Speaking of which… How long do you think it’s going to take Lucas to realize that Sebastian’s here?”

      Jessa took out fifty quid and set it on the coffee table. “I’ll put fifty on it. I think one of us will get an irritated call in about an hour.

      Neela laughed. “I say less.”

      Bryna frowned. “I don’t know. I feel like Sebastian might make him sweat it out. I say probably tomorrow.”

      I laughed. “You’re all crazy.”

      “Yup, you better believe it.” Ariel’s expression turned serious. “Now, Miss Olivia Ashong, let’s find those assholes who took you and make them burn.”

      Somehow, I knew I was going to like her very much.
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      “So, how mad is she?” East asked when I stepped through the entrance to Bridge’s. As always, I held back my gag at all the white marble. It was as if Mina thought all the white marble would give her a modicum of class.

      Mad was an understatement. Olivia had been tight lipped. She’d taken the news a little too well. Been a little too understanding. I had left Livy under Jessa’s watch at her townhouse. I left her with a guard too. She had Erik and his team as well as Jessa’s Royal Guards. I knew she needed a moment away from me. She was in no mood to see me, and she was absolutely right.

      I should have told her my suspicions about the photos the moment I’d seen them. I had spent too much time keeping secrets, hiding things, protecting people, trying to use secrecy as currency. And of all people, why had I been trying to protect my father? Not like he would have done the same for me, especially if it didn’t serve him. He’d never protected me.

      So, I had jeopardized things with the woman I loved for a man like him. Fucking brilliant.

      “Let’s just say she’s been happier with me.”

      East winced. “She looked right pissed off when we left.”

      “Yeah, that would be a mild way of describing how she felt.”

      Lucas had made some calls trying to find floorplans for the Van Linsted mansion. There was a knock at the door, and Bridge frowned as he came out of his study, carrying a stack of papers. “This is what I have on the Van—“ He glanced toward the door. “Who the fuck is here?”

      Roone winced as he spoke. “Lucas, don’t be mad.”

      Lucas pushed to his feet. “You didn’t.”

      “I didn’t, but the wanker tapped my phone. He wanted to know why I’ve been avoiding his calls.”

      Lucas cursed under his breath, the string of fucks, while not particularly inventive, were certainly emphatic.

      I glared at my cousin. “What’s he on about? What’s wrong?”

      “An unexpected visitor,” Roone muttered.

      Mina sauntered through the living room with a sour expression on her face. “Bridge, why didn’t you tell me we would have royalty visiting? I would have prepared the house or something.”

      Bridge’s scowl deepened. “Mina, what are you talking about?”

      She plastered a smile on her face, and then an armed guard in a black suit stepped forward. Behind him was someone who towered over him. Dark hair, hazel eyes, scruff on his chin. I would have laughed and, under other circumstances, been extremely happy to see King Sebastian, but now was not the time. And the way Lucas was cursing, I didn’t think the king was welcome as far as he was concerned.

      East recovered first and stood. “Sebastian, mate. You certainly know how to make an entrance. You don’t call. You don’t write.”

      Sebastian shook hands with him as they one-arm-man-hugged and slapped each other on the back. I went and shook his hand next. “Sebastian, if you’d told us you were coming, I could have picked you up with the helicopter from the airport or something.”

      He chuckled low. “Still pompous I see.”

      I lifted my lip in a smirk. “What? Don't you have a helipad at home?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Penny put her foot down about the helicopter once we had Cash. As to why I didn’t call first, I wanted to make sure no one knew I was coming, because apparently, people are trying to keep me out of the loop too.”

      Hellos and cheers were made all around, except by Lucas. The prince glowered at his brother. “What are you doing here?”

      Sebastian gave him a mirthless chuckle. “Well, when my little brother, who insisted he was coming to London to make his mark and help out with crown affairs abroad, instead decides to go back to being a thief, what choice do I have?”

      Lucas jabbed a finger toward him. “See? That right there… That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

      Sebastian threw his hands up. “What, because you didn’t want me to worry?”

      I felt like maybe I shouldn’t be watching this argument, but after the shit show that had been my conversation with Livy, it was nice to see someone else in the hot seat for once. Also, I loved good gossip.

      “Lucas, what the fuck are you doing?” Sebastian asked his brother.

      I felt responsible. After all, Lucas had come because I’d called. “Sebastian, it was not Lucas’s idea. I called and asked for a favor. It was pretty urgent, otherwise Lucas would certainly have said no.”

      The prince did not take it well that someone else was speaking for him. “Shut up, dude. I don’t need you to protect me.”

      I put my hands up. “Mate, I’m just trying to help.”

      Lucas shook his head. “I don’t need your help.” He turned to his brother, meeting him eye to eye. Should there be a fight, they were so evenly matched I wasn’t sure who would win. Sebastian had been given the best military training in the world. But Lucas had grown up a street urchin, learning to fight and survive, so he was scrappy.

      “This is important. Ben needed my help. None of them have the skills that I do. And it’s a good skillset.”

      Sebastian watched him warily and then slid his gaze over at Roone. “And you too, Brutus?”

      My cousin, ever the asshole, smirked. “It’s Roone, actually. Brutus is my middle name."

      Sebastian scowled. “Is there a fucking reason you’re helping my brother be a thief again?”

      “Actually, it’s not just your brother I’m helping. It’s your sister too.”

      Sebastian’s brows dropped. “You have Jessa involved in this shit too?”

      I could sense the tension between them, like this was a disagreement best had solo. But we were all privy to it, ensnared in their escalating argument.

      “I didn’t do anything. Jessa’s in it to help these morons. By her own choice, mind you.”

      “Hey, we resemble that remark.” East muttered, trying to break the tension.

      Bridge, ever full of sarcasm, muttered, “I would have honestly said wankers. Wankers fits better than morons.”

      I wanted to interject, add my two cents, but I didn’t think that was the best idea.

      Sebastian slid his gaze back to me. “Since you’re in charge, obviously, do you want to tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      Both Bridge and East muttered, “In charge, my arse.”

      And then East muttered, “Oh, beauty before brains, is it?”

      I grinned. “Isn’t that always the way?” Then I exhaled. “Look, while your brother may not want my help, I certainly needed his. We’re on a time crunch for something big and time sensitive. Something we cannot buy. Otherwise, we would have just done that.”

      Sebastian’s brows drew down. “And why is this urgent?”

      “We have a limited time to pull this off to set a debt right. I’m sorry to involve your brother and your sister, but Jessa works for me. And when she heard Lucas was involved, she wanted to help.”

      Sebastian stared at his brother for a long moment. Then he said, “Lucas, when are you going to realize that when you try to do shit on your own, it reminds us of when you fucking walked out of our lives? If you need help, just fucking say so.”

      Lucas crossed his arms. “I don’t need help.”

      Sebastian cocked his head. “Oh yeah, is that why you called in Xander and Alexi?”

      Sebastian had him there. He had called them for our first heist. We needed the extra bodies.

      “I don’t need your judgment.”

      “I’m not judging you, you idiot. I want to help.”

      My brows lifted. The King of the Winston Isles wanted to help us… with a heist. “I’m sorry, Sebastian, but you’re a king. You’re very visible, and you are not a thief.”

      “No, not a practiced thief, but I am a body. I have good hands. And I’m good at hand-to-hand combat, thanks to that idiot.” He inclined his head toward Roone.

      Roone shrugged. “I mean, you could be better. You could focus more. Your wife is a better fighter.”

      Sebastian grinned then. “She’s pretty badarse. And we both know I’m as good as you are, so you can feel free to suck my cock.”

      Roone just shrugged off the jibe. “No thanks. Partial to pussy. In particular your sister’s.”

      That made Sebastian’s brow creep down, and Bridge stepped between them. “Okay, easy boys. Tempers are high. We get it. Sebastian, you’re ticked off you were left out.”

      “Yeah, I’m pissed off I was left out by my fucking brother, and my best mate, and my sister, all here having fun in London without me.”

      Roone watched him warily, and then a harsh laugh tore out of him. “Oh my God, you’re not pissed off. You’re here because Penny and Ariel found out that they were being left out and harangued you to come.”

      Sebastian crossed his arms then. “What’s your fucking point?’

      Lucas grinned then. “So, you’re not ticked off?”

      Sebastian’s brows stayed low. “No, I am. You should have told me.”

      “Well, all those ‘don’t steal things’ lectures pretty much made me think I shouldn’t tell you about this.”

      “Yeah, but don’t steal things for fun is really the lesson I was trying to impart there. If we have family that needs help, we give it.”

      “So let me guess… You’re on the team now?”

      “You already have half my team with you. Hell yeah, I’ve been conscripted. And don’t listen to Roone. I’m as good as he is, if not better.”

      Roone leaned back and finished off his scotch, clinking the ice in his glass. “Right, ladies, if we’re done swinging dicks to see who has the bigger one, can we start figuring out how the hell we’re going to get into the Van Linsted estate? I don’t fancy dying any time soon. Jessa and I are trying to make a rugrat, and all the practice is making me real happy but exhausted.“

      Sebastian and Lucas made gagging sounds, but joined us as we all crowded around Bridge’s living room table and the blueprint he’d taken from the Van Linsted estate. “Mate, looks like we can make room for one more in this crazy plan. Hopefully, we won’t get the king killed.”

      Lucas laughed. “Oh, but I’m expendable?”

      “Right now, I’d settle for none of us going to jail,” I mumbled.

      Lucas nodded. “That’s a good point. I’m too pretty for jail.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please, you and I both know I’m better looking than you. So let’s make sure prison isn’t a thing, okay?”

      “You’ve got a deal.”

      Sebastian just laughed. “If you two are done posturing over who’s prettier, show me how it is that my sister, my brother, and my wife are not going to die in this cockeyed plan.”
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      Ariel and Telly had their laptops out, sitting side by side, chattering amongst themselves. I could tell Telly was having a blast by the excited way she waved her hands around, all too thrilled to be talking to someone who spoke her language. I sat next to Penny, and she leaned forward, a notebook in her hand and questions at the ready. “Okay, so tell us what you’ve got.”

      “Oh, well, now that we’re digging in, I realize it would have made more sense to have done this over at Ben’s. I had my whole board.”

      Telly laughed. “What, you think this is amateur hour?” A few taps of her keyboard and my whole work board was plastered on one wall of Jessa’s townhouse. Jessa stood up and reached out to lift a painting off the wall, setting it on the floor against the couch. “Yeah, that’s better.”

      “Telly, sometimes you alarm me.”

      My best friend grinned. “Well, a girl should always be prepared. I took a picture of this earlier, and thanks to a portable projector now you can have your wall of human trafficking wherever you go.”

      I ran my hands through my curls, trying to force them back into the bun I’d made. It wasn’t working though. I needed a deep condition and a detangling session with enough product to fill a store. It had been a while since I’d washed it. But frankly, with everything going on, I hadn’t had time. I pushed to my feet. “Okay, so based on what the women I’ve spoken to have told me, what we see in the first half is the human trafficking ring. But there are two arms of information there, right?”

      I looked around and Jessa and Penny nodded, as if I spoke all the sense in the world and they were following me. Telly already knew this. Ariel would look at me and then look back at her computer and type something, and I guessed she was paying attention.

      I continued. “So on the one hand you have young girls travelling abroad, snatched up or targeted at places like the airport, train stations, hostels, et cetera. I think it’s some kind of scout who waits to see if they’re traveling alone or with a group, at least that’s the MO indicated in both Caroline’s and my mother’s notes. Young, pretty, student, sort of free spirit, the kind of girl people don’t immediately run and look for. Adventurous, usually off to explore the world, right? These girls are generally sold to brothels.”

      Telly, ever so helpful, clicked her little portable clicker at the projector and my next slide showed up. “Then you have this girl. Rich, educated, wealthy parents, the kind of girl everyone would notice and miss.” Telly advanced to another slide. “These are the women I have spoken to so far, the ones I’ve been able to track or who had given statements to Interpol. These women had parents who ran in the same social circles. Even if they didn’t know each other, they have the same kind of background. They’re extremely wealthy, snatched up like these others, but kept separately. And these girls all have one thing in common.”

      Penny steepled her fingers. “What is it? They’re all white, obviously.”

      I nodded. “Yes, but I think that’s a by-product of who their parents are.”

      She nodded slowly. “Underage? They all kind of look innocent.”

      I nodded. “Yup, innocent is the keyword.”

      Jessa muttered. “Let me guess. They’re all virgins?”

      I tapped my nose and pointed at her. “Give Jessa a cookie. That’s exactly right. Every single one of them was a virgin when they were taken. From what I have been gathering from the notes and my interviews, it seems like they were all taken like these others, but for a different purpose. As a power play and for possible ransom, but a few of them had their virginity sold.”

      Penny wrapped an arm around her waist and shook her head, lips pursed, eyes narrowed to slits. “Jesus fucking Christ, what the fuck is wrong with men?”

      I had to agree with her there. “Those whose fathers paid right away within twenty-four hours had their daughters returned, and as far as I’ve been able to ascertain, they were untouched, but there’s no way of verifying that other than their own personal accounts. I haven’t been able to get into confidential patient records, and there’s no way to know if they were really virgins before they were taken. It was just assumed that they were virgins, and most doctors don’t even track that information. All that matters is what the people who took them thought.”

      Jessa nodded. “Especially in some cultures where virginity is the marker of purity. To be able to deflower a virgin, somehow makes you more of a man.”

      I continued. “The others whose fathers thought they could find their daughters on their own and didn’t pay the ransom immediately, those women met a different fate. These are the ones who admitted to being rape victims.” I put up two photos of women I was trying to reach who had spoken to Interpol. “This is based on self-reported information. They were returned, but they reported being raped. Sometimes by one man, sometimes by more. All older men like their fathers, rich, powerful, and all wearing masks.” My blood boiled just thinking about it.

      Ariel cursed under her breath. “Jesus fucking Christ, so you think these are all sex crimes?”

      “I think so, yes.” I pointed to one of the photos. “This is Sadie Ritter, Caroline Ritter’s niece. Several years ago, she was on a trip to Europe to see family on her own. She was taken, but seemingly by accident. And as soon as her captors discovered who she was, she was sequestered. Kept alone. Her father paid millions in ransom, and she was returned unharmed.”

      Telly clicked the clicker again, and another photo appeared. “This woman is Missy Stanton. She was taken and held for longer, more traumatized. But she was taken on purpose, as if the people who took her were testing out their ability to get more girls like her. And she told us something interesting. The man who took her, she remembered him. He had a burn on his hand. Again, she was returned unharmed. Sadie was taken completely by accident, but Missy Stanton was a test case, to see if men like her father would pay. It was the worst kind of blackmail scheme. Pay up or your daughter gets sold. If you do pay up, but you pay late, she’ll be assaulted but returned. Forever damaged.”

      Penny ran her hands through her hair and then pushed to her feet and started pacing. “All right, you said these other women reported being with older men like their fathers, rich men. How do they know that if the men were all wearing masks?”

      Ariel smiled at her best friend from the couch. “Good thinking, Pen.”

      Jessa jumped in then. “It’s fairly easy to tell. Smell is the first thing you notice. Someone clean and well groomed, the way they carried themselves, the way they spoke, if they talked at all, or if they were wearing any jewelry. Lower income men would have had more tattoos, piercings, that sort of thing. Even if they were average, you can tell from the speech patterns, words they used, if they spoke at all. And the fact that these men wore masks is another indicator. They weren’t the kind of masks you wear when you’re robbing a place, but the kind of masks you wear at masquerade balls. That screams that they were either trying to pretend they were rich, or they were actually rich and this was some kind of sick ritual.”

      I nodded. “You are both right. It’s exactly what these women reported. From the notes from Interpol that my mother had, the women said they recognized the colognes that their fathers used, and they noted manicured hands and nails. They also noted not only obvious masquerade masks, but also patterns of speech, upper-class British, some foreign accents, French, German, Italian, American. But the American accents, once again, were more cultured, colloquial. What it looks like we have is a sex trafficking ring.”

      Ariel tapped the top of her laptop impatiently. “Those masks, they mean something, right? I mean, let’s not pretend that we don’t know secret societies exist. This sounds like the kind of bullshit that bored billionaires get up to.”

      I swallowed hard. “It has crossed my mind. And the man with the burn, he might well be associated with them.” I kept it to myself that Ben had admitted the man with the burn worked for the Van Linsted family and might be associated with the Elite. I couldn’t tell them about the pit in my stomach. The worry that Ben and his friends were even adjacently tied to people who could be involved in that kind of thing.

      Ariel nodded. “All right, there are hundreds of secret societies. All with men with the capabilities of doing this kind of thing. I’ll start running an analysis, the locations the girls were taken from and the associates of their parents, and see if I can cross-reference—“

      Telly jumped in immediately. “Oh, I see where you’re going. Cross-reference personal acquaintances, organizations that might be a part of this circle. There are so many Templar associations too. All kinds of things that rich and powerful men do. How about you take the up-and-up organizations, and I’ll dig into the more underground ones. Mafia, the ones in the shadows. It will be faster with both of us working.”

      Ariel gave her a broad smile. “You betcha. Why don’t we work on that and reconvene in two days, right Jessa?”

      Jessa nodded. “Yeah, sounds good. In the meantime, I’m going to see if there’s another missing link. And these girls are seemingly random, but I want to press my contacts and see if these girls knew each other in any way, maybe met afterward, or if they were ever at any parties together.”

      Penny nodded. “That’s a good plan. I’ll work with you on that.”

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      Jessa gave me a smile. “You’re supposed to finish the book. You now know why Caroline got involved, so you have your motivation. You know that it’s some kind of sex ring. We’re going to help you connect the dots. You focus on what happened to her when she started to connect the dots. Finish the story. You know she vanished. But why, and who was she after? We’re going to help you.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I have her motivation, the catalyst that pushed her into this. I can write.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, you can. These women, they have such an ally in you. I’m really proud to say I know you.”

      I flushed and tried not to look down at my feet. “This is my mother’s crusade. I just followed her research.”

      Jessa shook her head. “No, you didn’t just follow her research. You dug in. People want this information to be silenced. You’re exposing them. What you’re doing is brave.”

      “I wish I felt brave and not absolutely batshit crazy.”

      “Well, the best things we do in life are often absolutely batshit crazy.”

      “You know what? You have a point.”

      Thirty minutes later, after we’d cleaned up and said our goodbyes, Telly sat next to me as we were driven back to Ben’s. “Do you want to tell me what’s up?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. Why?”

      She sighed and then rolled her eyes. “Sweetie, just like you can tell when something is wrong with me, I can tell something is wrong with you. Spill.”

      “What if the Elite, the people that Ben is associated with…” I let my voice trail. I couldn’t even say the words.

      Telly took my hand. “Stop it. The way that man is going to move heaven and earth to keep you safe screams that he’s a good person. His organization might be fucked up. Hey, who knows, maybe they do have a secret sex ring. But if you think for a second him and Bridge are part of it, go with your gut. What does your gut tell you?”

      “My gut knows he’s not involved.”

      “Go with that then and talk to him. That East guy though, I don’t know if he can be trusted.”

      I started to argue. “East is the last one I would think would be involved.”

      “Yeah, whatever. He’s a shady dick though.”

      “Oh boy, do you have a new nemesis?”

      “Yes, I do. He’s like the perfect nemesis. Like so good-looking, and on the one hand a really good guy, but deep down he thinks he’s a better hacker than I am, just because he has a dick.”

      I laughed. “I know, how dare he?”

      “Right?”

      “I guess you’re right. I will talk to Ben.”

      “Yes, just ask him, because obviously, he probably has the same set of questions. He knows the man that took you. He was there when you interviewed Missy. He’s probably putting two and two together. It’s not something easy for him. So instead of you making assumptions and trying to hide, just talk to him. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      I knew what the worst that could happen would be, but I knew Ben. He wasn’t involved in any of this. And he was already trying to dismantle the Elite for what they’d done to his friend. But the people in the Elite, outside of Ben, East, Bridge and Drew, were they capable of this?

      You’ll never know unless you talk to him.
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      Livy tossed on the bed again, punched her pillow, rolled over, sighed, and then flipped over again.

      “Okay, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I’m fine. I just can’t sleep.”

      I pushed myself up to my elbows and then rolled on my side to face her. “Talk to me.”

      “Nothing.”

      “Didn’t we just talk about this? We were going to be honest.”

      “Yeah, but you still keep things from me.”

      “Ask me anything; I won’t keep it from you. I thought we were okay.”

      “I don’t know.”

      The ball of nerves in my gut tightened, and I could feel needles of worry pricking my insides. “Look, we’ll just keep talking it through until we’re good.”

      “I’m making a lot of progress with the book.”

      “That’s good news.”

      “Is it?” Her brows furrowed as the moonlight streamed into the bedroom. I could still see her beautiful dark eyes.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      She sighed and rolled onto her back. “Ben, I’m going to ask you a question, and I’m going to need a straight answer from you.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t know where this was going, but I could feel tendrils of dread furling around me like whispers of smoke. “Just talk to me, Liv. I can’t fix it if you don’t tell me.”

      “The photos, the research, it’s definitely pointing at a sex trafficking ring.”

      The knot in my gut uncoiled almost too quickly, making the bile rise. “Fucking Christ, we suspected that. How big a ring?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but from the research what we can guess is that they took Sadie by accident. But afterward, their pattern of abductions was more deliberate. More intentional.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “These rich girls were taken from their rich fathers for the express intent to deflower virgins.”

      I wanted to be sick. I pushed to a sitting position and dragged in deep breaths of air. “That’s horrible.”

      “Yeah. These rich men are strategically taking these women, playing power games with their fathers and the girls themselves.”

      “Ask me what you want to ask me, Liv.” I knew what she was going to ask. Hell, if I were her, I’d ask.

      “The Elite, do they do things like this?”

      “You need to be more direct in your question, Liv. You’re asking if I have ever done anything like this.”

      It was her turn to sit up. “No. I’m not. As angry as I get at you for your secrets and the things you don’t tell me, I do know you. Hell, I even know your friends. You would never. It’s not who you are. Are you an overbearing dickhead on occasion? Yeah. Often, actually, but this… This is not you.”

      Relief flooded my veins. “Okay, so you want to know if other members of the Elite are capable of this?”

      “Well, yeah. Or have you seen anything like it?”

      “Liv, there’s no way I would let something like this fly. But—“

      “But what?”

      “There are initiation ceremonies. There are always girls there. But the girls are for the new recruits. And my understanding is that they are hookers.”

      “Hookers?” Her tone took a slight turn as she narrowed her gaze at me.

      “Hey, before you get your knickers in a twist, remember that Toby died on my initiation night. My best mate had just died, so I was never around the women.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “But every initiation night, there are women readily available. It’s part of the joy for the new recruits. When members celebrate a birthday or a giant milestone, there are always women. But to my knowledge, these women are of legal age, well compensated, refined, and well educated, but they’re hookers for sure.”

      “Are they? Because Ben, these girls are just as you described, beautiful, educated, refined.”

      “And young. Too young.”

      “But otherwise, they’re just the kind of women that work during initiations.”

      I shook my head. “No, you don’t understand. The initiations are a celebration. No one is pointing a gun at your head and making you sleep with someone. The women are mostly there as window dressing, to entertain you. And hey, there are some brothers that I’m sure enjoy the company of these women. But to my knowledge, it’s consensual. It’s not like that.”

      She frowned and chewed her bottom lip. “It’s something else then. There is something going on because some of the parties the girls were describing men in masks were taking turns deflowering them.”

      I cursed under my breath. “Jesus Christ. That’s really fucked up. We do nothing like that. But that’s not to say that there aren’t societies that possibly do. I don’t know. But because we were part of the Pops, our initiations are all about rebirth and how to grow and gain power, that kind of shit. The women aren’t part of that.”

      “But let’s just say that if there were members of the Elite who would do something like that, who would they be?”

      My brow furrowed. “Well, nothing would happen without Marcus Van Linsted’s knowledge. The Director Prime is the most powerful man in the world. There’s no way they could pull that off without him.”

      She met my gaze. “Is he capable?”

      I didn’t even have to think about it. “Absolutely.”

      “You said it yourself; the man with the burn has worked for the Van Linsteds before.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I remember him at some events. Birthdays, things like that, when something went wrong or someone got too wasted or was in the wrong place at the wrong time, he was called in to fix it. He made some of it look accidental, made sure the right people got to the hospital or home. Bought people off, that kind of thing.”

      “Wow, so no one ever had to take responsibility for anything?”

      “Well, there’s a culture of that being one of the perks of being Elite.”

      “So, are you telling me that none of this could happen without Marcus Van Linsted knowing?”

      “Why are you so focused on the Elite right now?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be? I have to start thinking about the Elite since we know Evan Zolov is connected both to the Van Linsteds and at least one of the abducted women.”

      I took her hand and tugged her close. “I already want to burn that place down. I want to burn the Elite to the ground. I have no ties. My only brothers in this are East, Bridge, and Drew. Everything else can burn. If we strengthen that connection and can prove it, they’re done.”

      “You really would, wouldn’t you?”

      “Yes. I want to see the Van Linsted’s fall for Toby’s death alone. But if they, or any other Elite members are involved in something like this, the whole thing needs to burn, and I will personally see to it.”

      “You really will, won’t you?”

      “Yeah, it’s the right thing to do.”

      “You know I love you, right?”

      A smile tugged at my lips. “Yes. Mostly, you love my big dick, but you know, we’re working up to it.”

      She giggled then turned serious again. “I don’t know how you’ve dealt with all the secrets and lies people tell. How have you managed?”

      “I don’t know. I’d been on the verge of not being able to do it for a long time. I’ve been looking for a way out. A way to leave. And then, well, I met you. I don’t want anything to do with this, with the Elite. If I could walk away tomorrow, I’d be happy. But they have to pay for Toby. The Van Linsteds need to take fucking responsibility for once in their lives. And if they are responsible for these women, there won’t be a single member standing when I’m done with them. That’s a promise.”

      “And I’ll be standing right there next to you, holding a torch.”

      I pulled her close then, plastering her body into mine, ignoring the automatic twitch to hold her tighter, sink into her, try and dull the anger with sexual oblivion. But I wasn’t going to do that. I let the anger flow through my body. If Olivia was right about this, I was going to tear the whole thing to the ground. And I didn’t care if I tumbled down with it.

      The Elite was going to end.
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      When I knocked on East’s door the next morning, all it took was a long glance from me and he knew it was bad news. “You know, just once, I’d like for you to come see me and not look like the world is about to end.”

      “What? This is my cheery face. Don’t I look happy?”

      “No. You look like you’re about to drop the bomb on me that I was born into a murder-for-hire family or something.”

      “You might not be far off.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I have a request for you, but I need you to hear me out before you say anything.”

      He sat back, crossing his arms as he sank low into his chair. “More bizarre than looking up random photos of your father and some woman and an Albanian human trafficker?”

      “Yeah, that was weird, but this is pretty damn near close. You know those girls, yeah? The ones that are at our initiations?”

      East looked at me curiously. “Yeah, what about them?”

      “Did you ever talk to yours?”

      “Mine hung dutifully by my side as I drank myself into oblivion on initiation night. I didn’t know the next day was going to include training. It was sort of miserable, but that night well, it was even more miserable. Toby had died. The last thing I had on my mind was shagging some chick the Elite dangled in front of me. Hell, I didn’t want to be there. Of course, I couldn’t leave. If we left, that was it,” East said.

      “And Drew managed to convince me that if I left, Toby’s death was all for nothing.” Maybe I’d let myself be convinced.

      East rubbed his jaw. “He had a point though. We’ll be able to avenge him because we stayed.”

      “Yeah. I’m wondering about that now, though. Maybe we should have just walked out and never looked back,” I muttered.

      “You know if you had walked out, I would have walked with you.”

      A smile hit the corner of my lips, but that was it. “Now I know. The three of us would have made it anyway. The only thing I think about was what would have happened if we hadn’t accepted the call.”

      East shrugged. “We would have ended up in the same place. I’m sure of it. Maybe not as quickly, but the same place nonetheless.”

      “Admittedly, I think about it more now than I probably did then. Our whole initiation was tainted with guilt and worry and anger.”

      He shook his head. “We didn’t even get a moment to grieve him.”

      “So yeah, that girl, did you and her…”

      East gave me a cheeky grin. “Mate, if you’re looking for a tell all about that night, Bridge is the one you should be talking to. I’m a good boy, I am.”

      “Feed that lie to someone who hasn’t been there for your hacker antics.”

      “I am a good boy. I may have gotten into a few scrapes, but by and large, I kept my nose clean. It’s Bridge who has a history with women.”

      He was right. Bridge’s history was sordid. Before we met him in secondary school, there had been some older girl he’d been fooling around with. Rumor was she got pregnant, or at least that’s what she told Bridge, hoping to get his father’s money out of it. She’d been sorely mistaken. All she’d managed was a few hundred quid that Bridge had scraped together to help her get vitamins and such. It hadn’t taken long to realize that she wasn’t pregnant. After that was when he came to Eton and then there had been tales told of his prowess. The thing was, I rarely ever saw him acting up, going wild. Once or twice, maybe. And then soon after, he hooked up with Mina. And that was that.

      “So, here’s the thing. Olivia has a theory that her whole book investigation leads to a complicated sex trafficking ring with two different objectives. On the one hand, they’re taking young girls, teenagers. Usually girls who are looking for a better life, looking for some adventure, women no one would miss. But on the other hand, there is this whole other type of woman that a certain kind of man wants.”

      The muscle on East’s jaw ticked. “Go on.”

      I gave him the rundown of what Olivia told me, how the girls were found, the deflowering of the virgins, all of it.

      As I spoke, East’s jaw just kept ticking. “Fucking hell, abusing assholes.”

      “We are in agreement. But that brings me to my question. The girls they bring to initiates, where do they come from?”

      East rolled back in his chair. “Fuck. I don’t want to think about that.”

      “We have to think about it. Have we been culpable all these years? Those girls looked like they wanted to be there. But are they trained to do that? Are they told they can go back to their families if they make us happy? Where are they coming from?”

      “Jesus fucking Christ. You’re right. We should have just walked away from the lot of them. Washed our hands of this whole thing and been free.”

      “Yeah well, we don’t get to walk away now. So that’s the question I had for you. I was hoping you at least had the name of your girl, because I don’t remember mine. Any brain cell in existence that day is long gone.”

      “Yeah, I’ll look mine up. Ask some questions.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Then what the fuck are we going to do?”

      “The same thing we were always going to do. Burn it to the ground.”

      “Yeah, but mate, to do that, we need to be in-charge. And to take charge, we need to steal the jewel. We’re still no closer. So what’s the priority, this or that?”

      I rubbed a hand on my jaw. “They’re both priorities.”

      “You clearly don’t understand how to prioritize. Are we doing this shit, getting justice for these women, or am I chasing down how the fuck to get into the Van Linsted estate, in and out, mind you, and not getting caught. Oh, and let’s add not getting shot at to the list.”

      “East, you let Lucas worry about getting us in and out and you worry about this for now. I’m well aware of how to prioritize, but it’s not a competition. Right now, we need to work on both of them.”

      “All right, in that case, give me time to work. I’ll skip tonight’s meeting. You can catch me up.”

      “Yeah mate, cheers.”

      I knew that if anyone could find out where the women from the initiation nights came from, it would be East. I just hoped to Christ the truth wasn’t as bad as I feared.
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      We all crowded around Roone’s massive oak dining table. Roone stared at Lucas. “Walk me through it again.”

      “Look, what I’m telling you, man, is that we can’t go through the back entrance. There are no guards there, but you’ve got the lasers to contend with. They usually go across the entire border of the rear gardens, which means that we can’t even get there. We’ll have to come in from the side. But the side is a whole clusterfuck of worries and possibilities. There are multiple entrances, employee gates, guards in untold numbers. We can’t see inside.”

      Bridge stepped up and moved the little soldier icon that was meant to be him. “Well, I could ask for a meeting with Bram at the house. I’d have to find some excuse, but I could possibly shut off the lasers in the back.”

      I didn’t like that particular idea. “No, I don’t like it. My guess is the Van Linsteds are already wary of you, especially after the fake jewel was taken. Not necessarily just of you, but wary of anyone. Marcus is cagey. There’s no way he’s letting Bram have any kind of meetings on the estate, not after the other night. Not under the cover of darkness, anyway, and that’s what we need to get in. We can’t break in there in broad daylight.”

      Sebastian rubbed his jaw. “Okay, say we could at least get the lay of the land on the security, what has to happen next, Lucas?”

      Lucas chuckled. “Okay, let’s just say by some miracle we make it inside, past the guard tower, past the security on rotation, and we make it to the door of the vault. This door right here, thanks to Bridge for those images by the way… You see that lock? That’s a Mclagan lock. You know how they talk about all the craziest algorithms to protect security and data, and the kind of machines you need to be able to crack that security. You have whole server farms in foreign countries with dedicated hackers trying to bring down these types of locks. That’s the type of lock that’s on their vault.” He glanced around. “Where is my fucking tech support?”

      “East is working on something for me.”

      Lucas lifted a brow. “Something that’s more important than this?”

      “Something that’s more time sensitive.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “Look, that Mclagan is uncrackable, so we will need to have the code before even attempting this madness.”

      Sebastian ran his hands through his hair. “Okay, let’s say we put Ariel and Lucas, and I guess… What’s Olivia’s friend’s name again?”

      “Telly,” I supplied.

      “Right, and Telly. Maybe they can crack this lock, which means that you only need to take care of let’s say a couple of guards. Let’s pretend there’s four. So if you have two of us with you, and we’re able to manage two guards on our own, that’s a three-man team, then you’re inside.”

      “I need to be one of those men.”

      Sebastian looked like he wanted to argue with me. Roone definitely wanted to argue with me. “Ben, leave it. Lucas is obviously the master thief, the man with the hands. I have the military training. If we use tranquilizers, we should be able to take out any additional security. Seb, you’re going to have to sit this one out.”

      Sebastian laughed. “Oh, the hell I am. You’ve got me planning a heist you don’t intend to let me be a part of?”

      “You’re the bloody king. You can’t take part.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “Watch me.”

      I put up my hands. “Okay, listen, if you two can stop arguing for a minute, we still have to get our boy in that safe.”

      Lucas tapped the map. “Okay, things get a little easier here. It’s a wide-open hallway right through down to the elevators, which are our only way in, or so we’re told. But if we bypass the open hallway, there is a servant’s hall beyond it with stairs down to the lower levels, which includes the vault.”

      My brows lifted. “How do you know there are stairs back there?”

      Bridge grinned. “Because I shagged a maid there once.”

      I blinked at my best mate. “What?”

      “I was at a training exercise, and she was well fit and reminded me of a girl from home.”

      “My God, if you’d gotten busted…” My voice trailed.

      “Yeah, but the keyword there is ‘if.’ And I didn’t. But I do happen to know that an employee walkway is there. The Van Linsteds don’t want their help to be seen more often than they need to be, so Marcus had these hallways built into the house. And lucky for us, they have an access point downstairs, so we do not have to take the elevator.”

      Lucas crossed out that path option on his notepad. “Okay, then we take the stairs.”

      Roone shook his head. “Well, it’s not that easy. You have stairs, but down here,” he circled the position with a pen, “you have more guards.”

      Lucas cursed again. “Christ. There’s another security tower right there.”

      I glowered at my cousin. “So let me guess, you plan to have more dart guns or whatever, even though they’ll clearly be waiting for you? No, that doesn’t work. You need more men on the team.”

      Roone chuffed. “That’s all we need.”

      Lucas frowned at him. “Man, while I appreciate you trying to look out for me, this is not the way to do it.”

      Roone shook his head. “What is wrong with you? Why do you all have a death wish? With minimal team, there’s minimal chance of getting caught. Minimal team means minimal mistakes. Lucas, you have to go. I will go, obviously, otherwise I wouldn’t be allowing it. Seb, you definitely can’t go for obvious reasons.”

      The king snorted and rolled his shoulders. “Not fucking obvious to me.”

      Lucas shook his head. “Can we focus on the part where we have to crack the mother of all locks and get into the vault? And then as a matter of question, what else is inside the vault? Do we take it all so that they don’t know we were there after the jewel specifically?”

      “Well, it will help if they don’t know that’s exactly what we’re after.”

      I leaned over. “All right, so let’s just say we did take everything, or at least some extra things to cover the trail. Lucas, do you have a fence?”

      He laughed then. It was the first moment of levity I’d seen in the group since the meeting began. “Do I have a fence?”

      Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Oh my God, please no. You’re just giving him an opening to talk about all his exploits.”

      “As much as I’d love to hear about them, this is for practical purposes.”

      Lucas pouted. “Yes, I have a fence. He’ll take his cut and leave us with the rest. Lucas shook his head. “But guys, this is our main problem right here.”

      Bridge leaned over and frowned. “Is that a safe in the vault?”

      Lucas nodded. “Per the schematics that we have, yeah.”

      Bridge nodded. “The safe inside the vault is a Fletcher. I’ve been in that office with Bram.”

      Sebastian frowned. “Are you sure?”

      Bridge nodded. “Certain. Because the damn thing was fucking yellow, of all things. Bram even bragged about the damn thing being uncrackable.”

      Lucas’s eyes went wide. “A Fletcher safe? You’re kidding?”

      Lucas whistled low under his breath and I couldn’t stand the tension. I needed to know. “What does that mean?”

      He met each of our gazes. “What that means is that we’re not getting that jewel. At the very least, we’re not getting it from the Van Linsted Estate.”
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      “Jax, I’ll need the final portfolios on the plans for the Australia project, and then I’ll need Kennedy and yourself to—“

      I looked up from my conference call when I saw East’s shadow looming in my doorway. “Got a sec?”

      “Hey, Kennedy, Jax, you have your marching orders. Jax, how about we catch up for drinks tomorrow night? How long are you in town?”

      Jax’s Aussie accent was smooth. “I opted not to go back to Sydney just yet. Kennedy was scheduled to come in two weeks, so I’ll just wait and leave with her.”

      “All right, that works well. I’ll have Alyssa call you to set up a time for drinks this week.”

      “Sounds good.”

      It was a bit odd having one of my newest business partners about to marry one of my executives. But the change in dynamics hadn’t altered Kennedy’s ability to work. If anything, she was more productive. The woman was a machine. Though she was still cross with me for stealing Livy away from her.

      As if there was any way I was going to let Livy languish in an admin role. And if Kennedy was being honest with herself, she’d have to admit that the old job was the last place Livy belonged. She was too skilled on the operations end.

      I gave East a lift of my chin as I hung up. “What’s up?”

      “I found one of the girls.” He closed the door behind himself. “Her name is Britney Jenner.”

      I leaned back in my chair, letting it bounce slightly. “Britney Jenner. Is she anyone you know?”

      He shook his head and then handed me a slip of card stock with her name, address, and phone number on it. “I reached out to her.”

      “You did? What did she say?”

      His lip curled into a smirk. “She asked me on a date.”

      I grinned. “Of course, she did.” In some ways, East was completely unaware of his charm. In other ways, he shamelessly exploited it. He had the good looks that made women want to throw their knickers at him, but there was also something about his geeky tech side that made them assume he was the ultimate nerd, which he was in many ways. That made them also want to take care of him, which was bizarre.

      Women asked him out all the time. And he was a man, so he took full advantage. “When is the date?”

      “No date. I turned her down. It would be awkward meeting up with the girl you were supposed to shag one time, but you were too messed up over your friend’s death to get it up. She wants a do over if you can imagine that.”

      “Of course. I mean, clearly it was a fluke if the great East Hale couldn’t get it up.”

      He narrowed his gaze at me. “It was one time. Hell, you couldn’t even talk to your girl.”

      He had a point there. “Yeah, you’re right. Hell, I’d be hard pressed to tell you what she even looked like now. I’m drawing a complete blank. I can’t even pull up a mental picture of her.”

      “Anyway, there you go. What are you going to do?”

      “Grab Livy and go see her as soon as possible.”

      My mate rubbed his jaw. “Yeah, tell me how she looks now and if she’s well fit or not. Maybe I should take her up on that date.”

      “You’re a pig.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been told that before. I understand Lucas gave you bad news?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Yeah. He’s trying to find us another solution, but right now it’s not looking good.”

      “You got another plan?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, I’m hoping something comes through. I think the four of us need to sit down and chat later this week because time is ticking and we’re coming up snake eyes.”

      “All right.” He pushed to his feet and headed toward the door. “I told her you’d call today. She seemed excited and happy to hear from you. My two cents say she was just a young college student who thought she’d have some fun for the night and probably make some extra cash. I don’t sense anything untoward there. But you’ll find out.”

      “I’m on it.”

      When he left, I finished up another quick call before going to check on Livy down in her office.

      Once again, I found her with Fucking Kevin. It was all I could do not to rip the door open, but instead, I exercised some restraint. I smiled at her assistant. “Maria, can you please let Livy know that when she’s done, I’d like to speak to her.”

      Maria’s dark brows lifted. “Yes, sir. I’m sure we can interrupt her now.”

      I shook my head. “No. She’s really busy with Kevin.”

      Maria blinked in surprise. Apparently, I wasn’t known for my restraint. “I’ll have her contact you as soon as she’s done.”

      It took all of my patience and my willpower to not barge into the office. Instead, I turned around and marched back to mine. Livy joined me not even ten minutes later. “You wanted to see me?”

      I held out the card stock. “How is Fucking Kevin?”

      Her eyes danced. “Fucking Kevin is great. Now what do you have?”

      We didn’t have time for me to be a jealous prick. I handed over the card with the address and telephone number. “We have a hit. One of the girls from my initiation night.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Oh my God, you should have come in and told me.”

      “What, and get accused of not respecting your space? And oh yeah, scare off Fucking Kevin some more?”

      The corners of her lips twitched, and she fought to hold back her smile. “To be fair, last time you came too close to challenging him to a fight to the death and then clubbing me over the head and carrying me off to your cave. You were a bit of a dick.”

      “I’m never a dick.”

      “Oh yes, you are.”

      I shook my head. “I think you’re mistaken. You’re mistaking having a big dick for being a dick. Although, I can understand it’s confusing.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, you’re impossible.” She toyed with the card, her fingers tracing over the pointy edges. “God, do you think she’ll really talk to me?”

      “You mean us. Don’t be mad, but there’s no way you’re going alone.”

      Livy crossed her arms. “You’re coming with?”

      “Yeah, in case you don’t remember, we’re a team. Team Ben and Liv.”

      She laughed. “It lacks the finesse of Team Winston Isles.”

      “Okay, fine. Team London Lords.”

      “Yeah, but that’s you and the others.”

      “Look, I’ll come up with an apt name, mark my words. In the meantime, get your coat. We’re going to see her.”

      “I’ll be right back.” She turned midstride and gave me a beaming smile. “Oh, and Ben?”

      “Yeah, kitten?”

      “Thank you.”

      I watched her march out, and I couldn’t explain it, but I just knew. Even if she didn’t know it yet, Liv was going to be mine forever.
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      Ben held on tight to the hand rest of the Spyder as I swung into the parking lot and parked inside. “You know I’m just going to drive even faster.”

      Ben’s eyes went wide. His grip was so tight on the handle his knuckles were white and his breathing was coming out in short shallow pants. “Do you drive like that all the time?”

      “Well, it’s not often I’m able to drive at all. Thank you for the opportunity to drive this baby again. I had a blast.”

      He swallowed and nodded slowly. “Right. When was the last time you drove?”

      “Um, a few weeks ago, when I took the Maserati to meet Sadie.”

      His brows lifted. “Where was Erik?”

      “Oh my God, relax. I had a little caravan. Scott was in front, and Erik was behind. It was a real sandwich.” I waggled my brows at him suggestively.

      He rolled his eyes. “They let you drive?”

      “Well, I wanted to drive a Maserati.”

      His eyes softened. “You like to drive fast, huh?”

      I grinned at him. “Well, if we had time, I would give you a fast drive in the car right now.”

      His gaze narrowed to slits and he licked his bottom lip. “Oh, we could work something out. We should park somewhere more obscure though.”

      “What, you don’t want all these Londoners to see me giving you a blowjob?”

      His groan was low and growly. “Woman, you are trying to kill me.”

      “I’ll give you a fast ride later. Right now, let’s go. I want to meet Britney.”

      “Right, Britney. That’s why we’re here.”

      “Thank you for doing this. I know that ever since meeting me your life has been sort of turned upside down.”

      “Yeah, well, yours too. We have mutually complicated our lives. Besides, I quite like your arse. Oh, the things that I would do for that arse…”

      I lifted a brow.

      “What, have you seen your ass?”

      I whacked him on the arm then, and he laughed. “Relax, you have great tits too.”

      My mouth hung open and I reached for him, but he darted out of the car. “Ah, uh-uh-uh. Come on, love.”

      “I will kill you.” I jumped out of the car, grabbed my purse, and then zipped my jacket up against the chill. At least it wasn’t raining. My hair had ceased trying to conform into any kind of style these days. I wore my curls natural and wild. Lately, since I didn’t have a lot of time, there was no point in trying to fight the battle, trying to make it sleek and straight for work. Mostly because Ben kept me occupied until that very last moment when I absolutely had to get ready. So there was no time to do my hair.

      He came around my side of the car and took my hand. “Come on, Miss Ashong, let’s go talk to Britney.”

      The hotel we’d arrived at was made to look like a speakeasy. It had a very 1930s French vibe to it. The clientele was upscale, in the know, beautiful, and wealthy.

      We located Britney in the corner of the bar, just like she’d said, wearing a red top. Her hair was pulled up into a low side ponytail, and she wore glasses. She looked absolutely normal. Her skin was pale, but her eyes were nearly as dark as mine. I approached slowly. “Hi, are you Britney?”

      She looked up with a smile. “Hi. Who are you?”

      I smiled. “I’m Olivia Ashong. We spoke on the phone?”

      “Right, yes of course.” She shook my hand, and then her gaze skipped over to Ben, who gave her a nod. She frowned for a long moment, and then recognition lit her face. “You were there that night, with East.”

      His brows lifted. “You remember that night? A little over ten years ago?”

      “Good mind. Besides, you and your other friend were the best-looking blokes that night. I was really excited to be paired with East.”

      He winced. “Yeah well, East has that effect on people.” He shook her hand and then waited for me to take a seat. I slid into the booth, and he followed. I didn’t miss that Erik was planted at the door and Scott had worked his way toward the back, likely to make sure that exit stayed clear as well.

      “Thank you for taking the time to speak with us today.”

      She nodded. “Of course, love. But East didn’t really tell me what we were going to talk about.”

      I looked at Ben to start, but instead, he deferred to me. He was always doing that. At least lately. Letting me take the lead and be in charge. It was important to me, but the fact that he knew it was important to me and went out of his way to come with me on interviews made my belly do flips. “Right. So, I have been doing research for this book I’m writing about the experience of a woman named Caroline Ritter. She used to do a lot of human rights work. In my research, I found that she had a theory that young girls were being trafficked for, ah— How should I say this?”

      Ben, ever helpful, offered up, “These girls were being sold for their virginity and then given back to their parents, less intact than they were when they were taken.”

      “Right. What he said.”

      Britney’s brows lifted. “Oh my God.”

      “Right. I just want to ask you about your experience with the Elite, and what that was like.”

      She frowned. “It was a long time ago.”

      “Anything you can tell us would be really helpful.”

      She toyed with the ring on her middle finger. Rolling it back and forth, then back and forth, while all around us waiters discreetly bustled, bringing people their drinks. A waitress hovered around us, and then she appeared magically with drinks. I frowned, about to shake my head and tell her we hadn’t ordered, when I realized that Eric had, in fact, placed the order for us. I had a tonic water, and Ben had scotch.

      Britney stared at our drinks and then her gaze lifted to mine. “Look, I was nineteen and in school. My parents didn’t make much money. I saw an advert and, you know, I knew what it was.”

      Ben cleared his throat. “Can you explain it to us, because I didn’t partake in any of the companionship that night, and I didn’t see what happened with you and East, but I don't know what you were told.”

      She nodded. “You know, I’m not ashamed of it really. I did what I had to do to survive. I actually wrote my thesis on the use of power and sex as currency in modern systems.”

      I leaned forward. “Who gave you the job?”

      “Well, like I said, I saw an advert. I called the number and was told to turn up at a location. It was the Vanderbilt Hotel in the city. In the lobby, I was approached by a woman. She was very business-like, very matter-of-fact about the job.”

      “So she told you that you would be required to have sex with men?”

      “That, amongst other things. I was educated in the proper things to say, proper ways to dress, how to speak. There was training. And only after a six-month training period would I then begin my job. It was a one-night engagement. And then if I performed well, I would be able to see other clients.”

      “Six months of training for a one-night engagement?”

      She nodded. “The night of… I don’t know what you call it,” she addressed her question to Ben, who nodded slowly.

      “Initiation.”

      “Right, okay, the initiation. Before we arrived, we were given dossiers on who we would be paired with. Based on the client’s likes and dislikes, their wants and all sorts of things, what they like to eat and drink, what they don’t like to eat, their favorite restaurants… both what they said were their favorite restaurants, and where they actually frequented. Everything there was to know about them, we knew, including what kind of women they’d had sex with and if they frequently saw prostitutes.”

      Ben sat back. His brow furrowed. He was likely wondering exactly what his partner was told about him. “On the night of the event, we were picked up from the Vanderbilt Hotel in limousines. Our outfits were paid for and picked out for us. We all changed at the hotel. We’d studied our partners. When we arrived, we were to spend time with them and no one else. The idea was to treat them like they were the only people that existed in the room.”

      “I remember a little of that. My ‘partner,’ as you call it, wouldn’t leave my side.”

      Britney shook her head. “Oh no, we weren’t allowed to. We were told if we left our partner’s side, there would be consequences. I knew I would not be paid. Now if your partner left on their own accord, that was different. Which, you know, looking back, it was so long ago, but I got the impression that East wasn’t allowed to leave.”

      I glanced at Ben. The muscle in his jaw ticked, but he didn’t answer. I turned my attention back to Britney who was already continuing. “For East, there were two of us. I forgot the other girl’s name. Chloe something, I think. We were told to make sure that he enjoyed himself. We were told he was adventurous, liked it wild, and that there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t try once. But we were told to show him special attention.”

      Ben leaned forward and planted his elbows on the table. “What do you mean by ‘special attention’?”

      “In his dossier, there was a photo of his old man. I didn’t know who he was, but they said that the gentleman had tripled both of our prices to show East the works.”

      Ben cleared his throat. “What is ‘the works’ exactly?”

      That was the only point in the whole conversation that I’d seen Britney’s cheeks pink up. “Um, sex, obviously. But also, sex with each other.” She swallowed hard, and she looked at me when she said the next part. “No holds barred, so anywhere he wanted to have sex with me, um, he could.”

      My jaw hung open. “Jesus Christ.”

      “No, it’s fine. East… He didn’t.”

      I shook my head. “Oh no, we don’t care whether or not he slept with you. That’s not the point. What we’re trying to ascertain is if you were there of your own free will.”

      “Yeah, I knew most of those girls. We’d been in training together.”

      I sat back and frowned. That was not the experience I expected her to tell me she’d had. “Oh, we didn’t know. Thank you for taking the time to answer our questions.”

      “That event with the young guys, that was what we bargained for. Some girls had sex, I’m sure. But they were bragging about it or complaining that their partners didn’t last for long.”

      Ben coughed a laugh. It sounded an awful lot like relief.

      Can you blame him?

      No, I couldn’t really blame him. Who wanted to be told that the organization that you had given your life to was trafficking young girls? And there was no way he could function with that knowledge.

      I frowned when my brain focused on something that she’d said.

      “The young guys?”

      She swallowed hard then and took a sip of her water. The condensation sliding on the glass made her fingers wet. “Afterward, we were paid fifteen thousand pounds. It was a lot of money, and I needed it for school.”

      “No one is judging you.”

      “Are you kidding? I was judging myself. For that event, it was fine. It was easy. The money came, and I didn’t really have to do anything for it. Just stand and talk to a perfectly handsome guy for three hours. But afterward, when I was paid, I was curious. That woman who recruited us said that if I liked the kind of work I’d done, she had more. And she was making that offer to the other girls too. I needed more money. My school was going to be paid for at that point, but I figured with living expenses and being able to send a little bit home, I was curious about the rest of the offer. I thought it would be just as easy.”

      I frowned, taking notes as she spoke. “And it wasn’t?”

      She shook her head. “No. She took us to some party, and the men that were there, they wore masks. I don’t know, it was weird. But anyway, they weren’t good-looking like the boys that we’d met, but they still required us to be refined, elegant. No one needed me to be a virgin or anything, but they were rougher.” She swallowed hard. “Not gentle. There was no conversation. And I’d agreed to be there. I did. I’d done it for the money. I just… I didn’t know that they would get so rough.“

      A cold sweat broke out on my skin. “Do you remember anything about where you were taken or any of the men?”

      She frowned then. “I remembered one of the men, actually. I could have sworn he must have been there at the first event.”

      Ben clapped his hands together then. “What do you mean?”

      “His voice, when he spoke, he not only sounded familiar, but he said, ‘I requested you, specifically.’ And I’d never done the job anywhere else, so the only other place he would have seen me would have been at the previous event.”

      Ben cursed under his breath and brought all the tension back to the table. “Britney, the other girls that were there, did you recognize any of them?”

      She shook her head. “Not many. There were a couple of the same girls from the initiation, but most of them were new and they seemed to be quite a bit younger. They looked like me, but less mature. And they were in tears.”

      Ben’s voice was showing no spike of emotion. “Think, Britney. Did you talk to any of them and find out their names?”

      She shook her head. “We weren’t allowed to speak. There were some hushed whispers, but most of the girls, I don’t know, it’s like they were out of it. While we were in the limousine, some of them were crying.”

      “Do you remember where you were taken?”

      She shook her head. “No, it was somewhere out of the city. Not anywhere I recognized. A fancy house. Although we headed south a little bit when we left the city, I guess. I could probably draw the house for you. It looked like a French chateau or something. Sorry, I’m not much help beyond that.”

      “The men you met the second time, you said that they were older.”

      She nodded. “Oh yeah, I could tell. Less muscle tone. But they were rich, we could tell that by their dress and their cologne. And while they weren’t as toned as the guys at the initiation, we could tell that they took care of themselves.”

      I nodded slowly. She’d been taken to one of those parties. “Thank you. You’ve been really helpful. Do you think you might be able to speak to some people from Interpol about your experience and what happened at that party?”

      She frowned. “Oh, it was so long ago. After that party, I vowed never to go back. I took my money and ran.”

      “How were you paid?”

      “Wire transfer, and I signed a non-disclosure agreement for a period of ten years which has just expired. That’s why I agreed to talk to you.”

      “They made you sign a non-disclosure? Jesus Christ. If it’s lifted now, what are the chances that any of that information is valid?”

      Ben reached across the table and took her hand. “Thank you for taking the time to talk with us.”

      Her eyes went wide and she stared at him, her gaze going slightly glassy as her lips parted.

      Oh Lord, he was about to give the poor girl a heart attack. “We really do appreciate this, Britney. Are you willing to speak to Interpol? Tell them your experiences?”

      “Yeah, I’m willing to talk, I guess. It’s not like I have many specifics to give them.”

      “I’m sure your firsthand recollections are still going to be important. We really appreciate it.”

      She nodded. “That first event, I knew what I was getting into.” Her gaze was direct when she met mine. “No fear. That second one, I didn’t bargain on that. I didn’t ask for any of that.”

      Ben’s voice was low and stern, and it brought tears to my eyes. “You didn’t deserve any of that. None of it was your fault.”

      The way he said it with such conviction made me want to hug him, to hold him, to never let him go. Even in the midst of his world potentially blowing up, he still found a way to make this girl in front of us realize that she didn’t deserve what had happened to her.

      This was a man to love.

      Yeah, you love him, all right. This is also a man to keep.
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      Ben had been quiet and distant since the interview with Britney. He said he just had work to do, but I could tell her answers had shaken him. There had been relief in his eyes when she said that there had been nothing untoward about what had happened at the initiation. But the worry, the concern, that one of the men from the initiation, one of the older men who had been at her second job had hurt her, that was shaking his whole world center. And I got it. I just wished there was something I could do to help. There was a part of me that wanted to make this better for him in some way, but I couldn’t. The truth was the truth, and we were going to uncover it one way or another.

      I was running back from a meeting, trying to determine if I had time to grab a quick sandwich before I had to be at the status update meeting, when I found a tiny brunette sitting at my desk. “There you are. I brought lunch.”

      “Oh, my God, Telly, I could kiss you.”

      She perked up, sitting straighter. “For real? Because I have been wondering about that for over a decade. Could we have been a thing? Maybe if I had tried harder instead of friend zoning you right away.”

      I snorted. “Shut up. You’ll still get a kiss though.” I leaned over my desk and the Báhn Mì that she’d laid out with napkins, and I kissed her on the nose. “You are the love of my life.”

      “Are you sure it’s not that big dick? Because I have a feeling you might kick me out of bed for that.”

      “I have a feeling you’re right. But I do love you.”

      She laughed. “So, how did it go yesterday? By the time you guys got home, I was knee deep in work stuff. You know, my real job, the one that people pay me for, not all this clandestine running around shit.”

      “Yeah, I figured I’d catch up with you today. It’s been kind of tense.”

      “Did you find the witness?”

      “Well, yes. She was at the initiation ten years ago, but she said that all the girls there were just like her. They were trained for sex jobs on how to be the perfect, well, escort to a bunch of rowdy teenagers.”

      “Oh, so they weren’t forced?” she asked as she pulled her feet onto an empty chair and crossed her legs at the ankles.

      “She said that for the event at the initiation, it was consensual. Apparently, they met some woman in a hotel to basically answer a job ad. And if they agreed, they were trained for six months. They were given diction and elocution lessons, taught how to walk, carry themselves, and be the picture of everything a man could want.”

      Telly snorted. “Yeah, that’s what we all want in life.”

      “Tell me about it. But get this. They paid her fifteen thousand pounds.”

      Telly coughed and chugged down her water, trying to clear a piece of the spicy sandwich from her throat. “How much?”

      “For six months of training and one night of work, fifteen thousand pounds.”

      She blinked. Then blinked again. As if her brain stopped processing for a moment. “That training, was it all day, every day?”

      I shook my head. “No, she was still going to school full-time during her training. On the day of the event, they were dressed, driven there in limos, and they had to just study up on their guy, his likes and dislikes. It’s crazy.”

      “So she was a custom-made escort?”

      “Sort of. She did mention that for the girls who did well, there was an offer for a secondary job. For even more money. She was going to school and paying her way, so she agreed. Apparently, appearing cultured for rich private-school boys wasn’t on the agenda the second time, and it was a very different event. All the men there were older, sophisticated, wore masks, and they were, in her words, depraved. She didn’t really go into more detail, but she led us to believe that some of the things happening were not consensual.”

      Telly whistled low. “Fuck. How did Ben take it?”

      “You mean other than horror? He was so sensitive, you know? He held her hand and told her none of it was her fault. He was good with her.” I clasped my hands together as I recalled how small Britney had made herself as she spoke. “And you could tell that she’d just shoved what happened away but still had nightmares about it.”

      “God, I mean, I can imagine. Sometimes you get desperate and you do things you wouldn’t ordinarily do.”

      I shook my head to clear all the doom and gloom, and I figured it was a perfect opportunity to jump in and ask Telly what I’d been dying to know for days. “Okay, so Carmen… What happened?”

      She rolled her eyes and abruptly sat up. “We’re not talking about Carmen right now.”

      “Yes, we are, because you’ve been avoiding the topic for days and I want to know why you aren’t wearing your engagement ring. Time to spill. What’s going on?”

      Telly squared her shoulders and took another bite defiantly.

      “Woman, I will pour water all over your sandwich. And I know how much you hate soggy bread.”

      Her eyes went wide. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      I held up the water bottle, acting as if I was going to pour. I came dangerously close too, and she snatched her sandwich away. “You are the devil.”

      “What happened to all that lovey-dovey talk in the beginning?”

      “That was before you threatened to soak my sandwich.”

      “Come on, spill.”

      “Look, I just… I put the brakes on the engagement. Honestly, I was too rash. I had no business saying yes. And you know me. I was freaking out. So I called her this morning. Told her I couldn’t do it.”

      It was my turn to stare. “You what?” I shook my head. “Do not do this. Do not get cold feet and ruin this. You promised you were done running away from your own feelings.”

      She bit her lip. “Well, she was going to Bristol, and things were getting really complicated with you, and I just... I freaked out. It’s too much too fast. I want things to settle down first.”

      My eyes bugged. “Telly! Do not use me as an excuse. You always do this. Find a reason to run.”

      “I do not.”

      I crossed my arms.

      “Look, I love you. Please don’t judge me. And I could have sworn I was being followed the other day when I left work. I just want all this to die down and then we can move forward.”

      “Followed?”

      “Yes, I could have sworn I was being followed by a dark car a couple of times leaving the office or going to a meeting. I saw someone tailing me, and I got worried about her. She was moving to Bristol for her job, anyway, so I just told her that we should cool off.”

      “This makes absolutely…” My eyes went wide. “Oh my God, you broke up with her to protect her?”

      Telly picked up her sandwich, taking a bite of the delectable pork. “Maybe.”

      “How many times have I told you we don’t make decisions for people we love? Why do you think I got so mad at Ben?”

      “Well, this is different. I love her, so I wanted to do the right thing.”

      “You’re a dumbass, Telly.”

      Her brows snapped down. “Hey, that’s rude.”

      “Nope, it’s the truth. You’re a dumbass who dumped a woman who loves you, who has been there for you and wants to keep being there for you. You say you dumped her because you were scared that something might happen to her, but the truth is that you were scared that you were getting too close. So you found an excuse and you used it. And frankly, you kind of used it in my name, and I’m pissed off about it.”

      “Hey, not everything is about you.”

      “Are you trying to tell me right now that you didn’t just say that because you were worried about what was happening with me that it extended to ‘hey, maybe I should dump Carmen so that she’s safe too?’” I lifted a brow, crossed my arms, and waited for her to answer.

      Telly picked at her pork. “You know, you need to mind your own business.”

      “You are my business because I love you. Don’t fuck up because you are scared.”

      “I could say the same thing to you.”

      “I’m not scared anymore. Well, I am. I do worry that he’s going to wake up one day and decide he’s bored, but until then, I’m trying to enjoy life day by day, which you should also be doing.”

      “I miss her.”

      “Then get her back. Apologize and do what you have to do. If you don’t apologize, I’m kicking you out.”

      She laughed. “What? You can’t kick me out of your life.”

      “Not my life, you dumbass. Out of the house in Belgravia. I’m going to send you some guards, but you can be mopey at your house if you’re not going to talk to her.”

      Her jaw unhinged in mock surprise and annoyance. “You wouldn’t dare. What would I do without my sauna?”

      “You’re going to have to live without a sauna if you don’t call your girlfriend.”

      “That is blackmail.”

      “Yeah, maybe it is. But you’re sad. You need to talk to her. I get it, trust me, I get it. But if you love her, then you have to value her opinion. She can tell you if she feels unsafe or she doesn’t think she can do this, or whatever the case is. Don’t you understand that making those decisions for her safety without discussing them with her is not right, Tell?”

      “Jesus, when did you get to be such a pain in the ass?”

      “Well, according to you, I’ve always been a pain in the ass. But you love me anyway because I tell you what you need to hear.”

      She sighed. “Fine. P.S. Your man is trying to throw you a big birthday party.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “Yeah, you ruined my evening, I’m ruining yours. You hate parties.”

      “I absolutely do hate parties, Tell, what’s wrong with that?”

      She pointed a finger at me. “Do not be a hypocrite. That man wants to celebrate your birthday. So, you are going to smile pretty and say, ‘Oh my God, that was the best birthday present ever.’ Do you hear me?”

      I grumbled. “Best friend betrayal is a bitch.”

      She gave me a sharp nod. “Yup, and her name is Telly.”

      “I’m not sure I like you.”

      “Yeah, the feeling’s mutual. But I do love you though.”

      I groaned. “Yeah, fine. I love you too.
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      The following Monday, I was headed back from a meeting with the Peterman team. The project was going well, and Kevin was actually extremely helpful. Ground had been broken, and the teams were running smoothly. Next month, I’d start my bi-weekly check-ins in Paris to make sure we were still moving on schedule. Some managers would give monthly updates, but the project was too delicate for me not to watch it closely while Max Peterman was out on paternity leave. I paused and made a mental note to ask about a gift for the baby. I’d asked for one to be sent over, but I wanted to confirm that my assistant, Maria, had done it.

      When I strode into Ben’s office suite, there was a beautiful woman in wide-legged, mustard-colored pants and a short-cropped black blazer. Her skin was olive, and her lipstick was a bright vermilion red. She had hazel eyes, dark chocolate hair swept up in a messy chignon, and a badge on her hip. Was she here for Ben?

      Alyssa stopped right before Ben’s office door and directed her. “This way.”

      Who the fuck was that?

      However, she didn’t go in but instead stopped and smiled at me. Everything in her smile told me I needed to be wary. Worried. On guard.

      “Miss Ashong, I was actually just going to ask for you to be called into this meeting as well.”

      I approached slowly, shifting my laptop in my arms. “I’m sorry, have we met?’

      She stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Nyla Kincade.”

      I shook her hand. Her grip was firm, not overbearing though. Her gaze was direct, and I realized that she was absolutely stunning. She was tall. Taller than me, and at five-seven, I was considered tall for a woman.

      She also had one of those faces that could take any kind of makeup. She could try the latest makeup trends or go absolutely bare and still be gorgeous.

      What does she want with Ben?

      Her smile seemed genuine. It even reached her eyes, but there was something calculating about it. “Do you mind joining us?”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, but I don’t know what this is about.”

      She smacked her head and then adjusted her blazer so I could see the badge on her hip more clearly. “I’m with Interpol. I would very much like to discuss what happened at the Gem Gala, you know, if you’re up to it.”

      I swallowed hard. Luckily, I’d had enough experience in schooling my expressions when my mother was ill. I never wanted her to see my worry and concern and pain, so I just made my face a blank mask like I’d been used to doing. “Oh, I already spoke to the police after the event. Are there more questions?”

      “Yes, actually, a whole slew of questions.”

      “Well, if you will just… I’ll just put this in my office. Would you like to follow me?”

      “Actually, I was hoping to speak to your boss, and your boss’s boss. They’re both in Mr. Covington’s office waiting for me. Join us. I’m sure you can just hold on to your laptop for a few moments.”

      Motherfucker. A cop.

      I was going to have to wear one of those hideous gray jumpsies that they wear in women’s prison. Where was I going to get hair products from? I’d need someone to keep putting money in my commissary. Telly would do it. She’d make sure I had hair products.

      Snap out of it and move your ass.

      I gave her a wan smile and preceded her inside. Alyssa waved at me cheerily as I passed. When I stepped into Ben’s office, his brows immediately snapped down when he saw me. Jessa was better at controlling her emotions. She sat regally in the leather chair, notepad at the ready, pen poised.

      Agent Nyla Kincade smiled at us all and closed the door behind herself. “I’m so sorry to have interrupted your day. I understand there must be a lot of work to do. You know, the hotel business… There’s the hospitality income, and then there’s the building and acquisitions, and the expansion part. You excel at that, don’t you, Mr. Covington?”

      He cocked his head. “The hospitality arm is East’s gig.”

      She pulled out her phone and scrolled through it. “Ah, yes, Mr. Hale. I can’t wait to speak to him.”

      The muscle in Ben’s jaw ticked. “Is there a purpose to this? You’re detaining two of my employees, so I would like to know what this is about.”

      Nyla practically plopped into one of the gold guest chairs, and it was an almost exact match to her mustard pants. She looked regal and elegant, and Jesus fucking Christ, her hair was amazing. Even straight, my hair was never that sleek.

      “Okay, I’m not going to keep you too long. First, I’d like to hear specifically from Mrs. Ainsley. Congratulations on your marriage, by the way. I read about it in Hello!”

      Jessa lifted a brow. “Did you now?”

      Nyla nodded. “I mean, a real-life princess marrying her bodyguard, of all things.”

      “Well, to be fair, I didn’t know he was a bodyguard or that I was a princess at the time.”

      “No judgment. I think it’s awesome. Really committed to the patriarchy. But I do want to hear about the Gem Gala and how all that went down. You must have been terrified.”

      Jessa did this flat-lipped thing where she pressed her lips together and lifted her brow ever so slightly. She didn’t look mad, per se, she just looked faintly peeved. “Yes, the Montagues are family friends. Well, friends of my brothers, anyway. They were holding a Gem Gala, and I was invited to attend so I did. I also displayed some of the Winston Isles’ crown jewels.”

      Nyla held up a finger. “Yeah, about those jewels, you said that they went missing.”

      “Yes, as you are well aware, there was a robbery that night, and I had some items taken.”

      “Yes, of course, that’s why I’m here. Sorry, I don’t mean to be obtuse, but what jewels were you wearing?”

      Jessa shifted in her seat, the only hint that she was at all uncomfortable with the questioning. “I actually wore single diamond earrings. Studs, really. And the diamond encrusted necklace from the family vault.”

      “You didn’t wear the crown jewels?”

      She shook her head. “No, they were on display.”

      Nyla tapped one red painted nail on her phone. “That is mysterious. I find it fascinating that the thieves didn’t take the jewels on display, but instead opted to rob the party attendees.”

      Jessa narrowed her eyes, and I could tell that she didn’t like where the line of questioning was going. “I’m not a thief, so I couldn’t begin to tell you what was going through their minds.”

      “Right, of course not. You wore the necklace and nothing else?”

      Jessa shook her head. “Like I said, I haven’t been a princess for very long, and I like to keep it simple.”

      “Right, of course. And Miss Ashong, what were you wearing the night of the event?”

      “Oh, I wore mostly costume jewelry. None of it worth anything.”

      “Hmm, I find that fascinating. Do you think that thieves could tell from a distance what was real and what wasn’t?”

      I blinked at her. “Ah, I don’t know. I’m not a thief. I couldn’t begin to tell you.”

      She turned her attention to Ben. “And Mr. Covington, where were you during this event?”

      “I was in a meeting.”

      “Well, the rumor is that you and Miss Ashong are an item. You didn’t buy her something special to wear to the event?”

      “No. I suppose she should upgrade to someone who can provide her with better jewels.”

      She turned her attention to me then. “You wouldn’t do that, would you, Miss Ashong?”

      “Well, if I did upgrade him, it wouldn’t be for the jewels. I’d pick someone with a rosier disposition.”

      That made Nyla Kincade laugh. “Ah, I think I like you, Miss Ashong. So tell me about your ordeal afterward. What happened?”

      I ran her through the events again, how I’d seen April Van Linsted leaving and followed her, and how we’d been rescued, sort of. She turned her attention to Ben. “Wow, you must have been relieved. What a strong woman you have to rescue herself from kidnappers, of all things.”

      Ben just smiled.

      “So Miss Ashong, you don’t know of any reason why you would be kidnapped?”

      I shook my head. “I can only assume it was because I saw them about to hurt Mrs. Van Linsted.”

      “Honestly, the story of your escape is fantastical. I’m so relieved to hear that you’re all right.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      Ben interrupted. “I was under the impression that most of the jewels were recovered.”

      “Yes, it is curious. And they were recovered at a known Mafia fence. He didn’t seem to know anything about them. He swears up and down that he had nothing to do with it. But you know what he does have something to do with? Seems he’s been a very bad boy dealing drugs and laundering some money for some terrible people, so we have a fairly tidy case against him. Most of the charges he copped to, but he was adamant about those jewels. I wonder why that is.”

      “Do you have any actual questions, Miss Kincade?”

      She grinned. “Oh yes, I just wanted to get your impressions about the thieves. Do you think they were there for something specific? Mrs. Ainsley?”

      Jessa put up her hand. “You can call me Jessa. And I got no impression of them. I just did as I was told. I had nothing of great value to steal, so it was easy to just follow their instructions.”

      “Right. I mean, it’s just so shocking that clearly seasoned thieves would leave behind millions in jewelry on display and go for the smaller score.”

      There went Ben’s jaw again, so I spoke up. “Well, I suppose maybe if they were a ‘seasoned’ group as you say, they didn’t want to get caught. I know for a fact that the level of security on the display jewels was intense. I heard April Van Linsted talking about it, so it probably wasn’t worth the risk. But by only taking what everyone was wearing, they were in and out in minutes. That was probably the lowest hanging fruit.”

      She cocked her head and nodded. “That’s very astute, Miss Ashong. Tell me, though, wouldn’t you think most thieves would be greedy?”

      “I don’t know anything about thieves, so I can’t answer that. But maybe they knew they had limited time. I have no idea.”

      “The men who took you, did they strike you as the greedy sort?”

      “I don’t know. I was blacked out and held at the back of a moving car. When I came to, I was in a dank, dirty warehouse, so I don’t know anything about them.”

      “Okay, well, I think that’s it for my questions right now. Of course, I’ll probably be seeing you again. I’ll have more questions when I start to put the pieces together.”

      Ben sat back in his seat as if he was unfolding his body. “Come now, Miss Kincade, you’ve taken up enough of our time, so at least answer one question for me. What are you actually after? Don’t play coy with us with these broad questions. If you want to know something, ask. I wasn’t there, so I can’t really help you, but Jessa and Liv can’t answer questions you don’t ask.”

      “A direct man. I like that. There have been a series of thefts all across Europe. Jewels mostly, but some art too. This sounds like the same crew. But that crew is greedy. There is no way they would have left those jewels on display, so I can’t connect the dots. I was hoping you could shed some light.”

      Jesus Christ, had Lucas been stealing something else?

      It was the only time Jessa pursed her lips. She was probably wondering the same thing.

      Nyla stood. Her long lean legs had all the grace of a ballerina. We still didn’t have the jewel, so we would have to go after it again. And I needed to buy the guys some time, if I could. “Oh, Miss Kincade, might I ask… Mrs. Van Linsted’s bracelet, the one she wore that night. It was taken. Was it found in her things or with the other recovered items the fence had? I know she was very concerned about it. She went on and on about how it had been in their family for generations.”

      The statuesque brunette frowned, and her brow pinched as she checked her phone. “That’s not noted here. Are you sure she was wearing it?”

      “Well yes, I even admired it. The diamond was the size of her entire wrist. It was stunning. And she made it a point to talk about it with everyone who would listen. I wonder how you found all the other jewelry and not that one.”

      She quickly flipped her hair over her shoulder. “A better question, Miss Ashong, is why a jewel like that was never reported missing.”
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      I couldn’t believe we were still doing my birthday amidst all of this madness. But Ben was stubborn. He was muleheaded. Obstinate. A pain in the ass.

      All of the above words mean stubborn AF.

      Whatever. He and Telly were in cahoots. Some best friend she was. They said I needed a party. He said, I deserved a party. I didn’t want a damn party. I had work and a deadline and a missing woman to find. A mother to make proud. There was no time for a fucking party.

      I just wanted all of this over as soon as possible so I could get back to work.

      As I marched down the stairs in my emerald green jumpsuit with a V down to my navel, I tried not to freak out at the number of people that were going to be in the house. Ben had invited everybody. Literally everybody. Everyone that I’d worked with at work, the few girlfriends I’d had over the years that I was still in touch with, which I knew was thanks to Telly. Business associates. And the new family, Jessa, Roone, Lucas, Bryna, Penny, Sebastian, Ariel, Tristan, they were all there. The Chase brothers too, along with their wives.

      And truth be told, my jaw did drop open a little every time I took a good look at Xander. Those silvery gray eyes, dark hair, a mouth that said he was born to do mischief. But as handsome as he was, he didn’t hold a candle to my Viking. At least not in my eyes. But I was more in awe about his gift. Well, his and his wife’s. And honestly, Alexi’s wife too. Xander and Abby, Alexi’s wife, were insanely gifted photographers. I loved their work. They’d done a couple of exhibits together. Abby had once been Xander’s student, and now she was married to his brother. Which probably got awkward at some point, but God, the talent in their family.

      And then there was Xander’s wife, Imani. She had chocolate brown skin and a smile that could light up the whole universe. Xander had been on and on about her show on Broadway, and he’d been flying back and forth every week to see it.

      Jesus Christ, every week?

      She kept shooing him away because he couldn’t keep his hands off her. She just laughed and gave me a hug. “It’s truly nice to meet you. And happy birthday.”

      “Thank you. Ah, as you can see, Ben has zero chill. He’s filled this house with so many people.” I glanced around. “So many.”

      She took my hand and squeezed it gently. “Just take a breath. It’s your birthday, and A, you can cry if you want to. B, if you need to escape, head on out. Or if rumors are believed, down to the pool or anywhere else. The house is massive so there are bound to be plenty of quiet hiding places.”

      “That’s a good point. But I feel like I need to be a good hostess.”

      She squeezed my hand again. “It is your birthday, and all you need to do is exactly what you want to do.”

      “Preach.” Telly came up behind us. “Please tell her. I’ve been telling her that since this is her party, there’s no reason to be anxious, because she can leave whenever she wants. And the guests will have to understand. If they don’t understand, Ben will have a word with them.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I guess you’ve met Telly.”

      Imani nodded. “Your friend is quite a handful.”

      Telly grinned at her. “Yes, yes I am. But who would have me any other way?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw another brunette of interest, and I grinned at Telly. “You invited her?”

      Telly lifted a shoulder. “Let’s not make a big deal out of this, okay? I called like you said, and I asked her to come. It’s nothing.”

      Imani leaned forward. “Oh, gossip. What’s going on?”

      I filled Imani in. “Basically, that’s Telly’s girl, Carmen. She broke up with her to protect her or whatever. But now, she’s regretting that decision.”

      Telly groaned then tossed back the remainder of her drink before handing me her empty glass. “Wish me luck.”

      “You’re going to need to grovel.”

      “I’ll wear knee pads,” she tossed back over her shoulder.

      I excused myself to put the glasses back. I made the rounds, and every now and again, I’d catch Ben’s fingers hovering over my lower back. At one point in the kitchen, he cornered me behind the counter. “Love.”

      “Yes, Bennett?”

      “Are you aware that your dress dips so low in the back that I can almost see the crack of your ass?”

      “Oh my God,” I clutched my hand to my chest. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. And from what I can tell, you don’t have any knickers on.”

      “I didn’t want panty lines.”

      His gaze turned hot, and then his fingers slipped inside the back V of the jumpsuit. “You naughty thing.”

      I tried to wiggle away as I giggled. “What are you doing? We have a houseful of guests.”

      “Well, to be fair, if I’d known you were going to wear that, I would not have invited all these people. I would have torn it off of you with my teeth.”

      I rolled my eyes. “With your teeth huh? You think you’re capable?” He palmed my ass, making me laugh. “Hands to yourself. I need to at least say hello to everyone.”

      He leaned close, his voice low. “They’ll wait.”

      Then he frowned and looked down the front of the jumpsuit and then again down the back. “Um, how in the world is this thing staying up?”

      I grinned. “Tape.”

      He mouthed the word ‘tape’ as his gaze landed on my boobs. “Right, tape. All right then.”

      “Bennett, focus. Who is the man in the suit over by the door? I don’t think I’ve ever—“

      I froze. I’d meant to ask a question, a perfectly reasonable question, but I couldn’t because I couldn’t think. You know why? My boyfriend had put his hand inside my jumpsuit, down past the elastic that was barely holding the thing up. And he was sliding a very capable finger down over the curve of my ass and into my pussy.

      “You were saying, love?”

      I bit back a curse. “Bennett James Covington, if you do not remove your finger—“

      He leaned closer. “Shhh… I’m just trying to make you feel good. You seem tense.”

      “That’s because I am tense. There are so many people in the house. I should be mingling, and talking, and making them feel welcome.”

      “Relax. I asked Jessa to handle the schmoozing aspect. She’s very good. You don’t have to be anything you don’t feel like being.”

      He’d done everything to make sure I had nothing to worry about. But I still couldn’t let the anxiety go. “But I have to.”

      He shook his head, retreated his finger, then slid back in, a little deeper this time. He nipped my ear. “No, you need to be exactly who you want to be. I just brought people here who wanted very much to celebrate your birthday. I wanted to make it special for you, not stressful. You don’t have to play the part of hostess. All you have to do is enjoy yourself. Talk to who you want to talk to. See who you want to see. If you’re done, really done, I will take you upstairs and lock you in our bedroom and we will shag till the sun comes up. I don’t give a fuck who notices we’re missing from the party. Do you understand me?”

      Heat washed over me, as he delved his finger inside again. “Why are you like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, naughty, for starters.”

      He grinned. “Well, I think this is my personality, to be frank.”

      “Yes, and you’re also sweet, and kind. And you understand how I’m feeling.”

      “Well, yeah. Remember when I met you? You were hiding in a closet, literally trying to escape from a party. But I’ve seen you sometimes at parties. You can have fun. So I realized that maybe taking away your choice about having feelings one way or another was the problem. If I got it wrong, tell me, and I will never throw you another party again.”

      “No, you have it right.” God, he made it so hard to think. He pulled his finger free, sliding through my folds, and then slid two fingers inside. “Oh my God...”

      “Hmm? You were saying?”

      “I was saying that you are naughty.”

      “Yes, you just told me. What else?”

      “I’m saying that I’m glad you understand, and sometimes it doesn’t matter at all. Sometimes it’s okay. But when I’m tense, it’s worse in a way.”

      “Great, then the moment you feel too tense to deal with it, we’ll go upstairs. But when you feel okay, we’ll come down. It’s up to you.”

      “You are something else, Bennett.”

      “I’ve mentioned to you how much I love the way you say my name, right?”

      “Yes, once or twice.”

      He slid his fingers out slowly, making sure I felt his retreat, and then he brought his fingers slightly higher to the pucker of my ass. “Bennett.”

      “Olivia.” He nipped my ear and then pressed a finger to my ass. “That’s it. Let me in.”

      I clutched on to the end of the counter. “Oh my God.”

      “Shhh. We don’t want anyone else to know what we’re doing. Widen your legs a little.”

      I did as he told me, and he continued to whisper in my ear, dirty things he wanted to do to me, dirty things he dreamed about doing, dirty things he was going to do. He had a whole dirty thing going on, all the while he was fingering my ass in the middle of a party.

      A couple of people wandered into the kitchen to grab water, but the way we were angled, they couldn’t see anything because we were in the corner. So they came in, we chatted for a moment, they wished me happy birthday and made themselves scarce. All the while, Ben whispered in my ear, nipping my shoulder and my earlobe with his mouth. God, he was so… “Oh my God! Ben.”

      “Yes, love?”

      He shifted his fingers, and one penetrated me slowly in my ass as the other slid down into my pussy. With both his fingers in me, my knuckles tightened on the countertop. “Oh my God, Bennett, I can’t.”

      “That’s it. These are mine, right?”

      “Oh my God!”

      “Say the words.”

      “Yes, damn it, they’re yours.”

      “I’m not sure which one I like the most. They’re both so tight and hot. And you like my cock in both don’t you?” His voice was a growl at the shell of my ear.

      He slowly slid his finger in and out of my ass, the tight burning friction making my legs quake. I bit back the pleading moan that threatened to escape.

      “I can’t hear you kitten.”

      “Y-yes,” I whispered as I grabbed the edge of the counter.

      He bit my lobe.

      My eyes went wide, and I inhaled a sharp breath. “Oh my God. I can’t—”

      His voice was like whiskey and firelight. “I am curious.”

      “Bennett, I don’t know if I can—“

      “Do you prefer me making love to our ass? I have a very big dick.”

      I couldn’t help but cough out a laugh. He ordered me quiet with a nip to my ear. “Go on, say it.”

      How could I want to laugh when he was setting my body on fire? “I am not saying that you have a big—“

      His chuckle held a sinful edge. “If you don’t say it, I’m not going to let you come.”

      My eyes flashed at his. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “We don’t have enough room here. Before the night is over, I want to play with your ass more. Maybe fuck it again. I want you to know who it belongs to.”

      He retreated his finger again and I pulsed. He was going to kill me. I gasped. “You, it belongs to you.”

      “Mmm. That’s what I like to hear. You’re such a good girl. I have all kinds of things planned for your birthday celebration.”

      I squirmed. He couldn’t just leave me this worked up. “Bennett, I swear to God…”

      With just one finger in my ass, the other teasing the skin around it, he nipped my ear. “I want to make you claw the sheets. When my cock is deep inside you, I’m going to slide my finger in your ass, and you’re going to scream my name, do you hear me? And then,” he whispered, “I’m going to have you bite the sheets as I have your ass again.”

      The heat started at my toes, worked its way up my legs, up my thighs. It hit my clitoris quick, and I began panting. He was going to make me come just like this, with a finger in my ass, his lips on my ear, and—

      I was unprepared for the wave of pleasure, and my knees nearly buckled. Just the gentle stroking, in and out, in and out, at a party full of people on my birthday. And still, he had to show how easy it was, how much I’d break for him. He just wrapped an arm around me, putting his back to the party, covering us both. With his finger in my ass, he stroked me as I came down from my high. “That’s a good girl. You can say it now. No one will hear.”

      “You are terrible.”

      “I just want to hear it for once.”

      “Ben Covington, you have a very big dick.”

      He grinned. “Now, was that so hard?” He gave me a sharp spank on my ass and another aftershock rocked through me. My knees buckled, but he held me up. “There we are. That’s a good girl. Happy birthday, my love.”

      “You are in so much trouble just as soon as I can move.”

      “I cannot wait until you pay me back.”
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      I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her.

      My Livy.

      After our antics in the kitchen, she’d gone to change. Apparently, since she wasn’t wearing knickers with her jumpsuit, she needed something else to wear.

      When she reappeared, she wore something still low cut but with zero access at the back. Did she really think that would stop me?

      You need to get a grip.

      She really was an obsession. I could feel it. Everywhere she went in the room, my eyes tracked her, making sure she was okay, having fun, and making sure no one was touching her.

      See, you were really sweet up until that point.

      My mates crept up behind me and clapped me on the back. “Looks like Livy is having fun, Bridge said.

      East slid me a sly grin as he asked, “Why did she change?”

      I didn’t miss a beat. “Why did you notice her changing?”

      He held up his hands. “All right, mate. Just a simple question…” His voice trailed as his gaze narrowed on mine. “Wait, did you—“

      I flashed a grin. “It’s best not to ask such things.”

      “What? How? You’ve been down here this whole time.”

      “You know, I wouldn’t try and guess. Besides, a gentleman never tells.”

      East pinched the bridge of his nose and glanced around. “You know what? I don’t even want to know.”

      I grinned again. “No, you probably don’t.”

      Bridge just chuckled under his breath. When Drew met my gaze from across the room, he sauntered over, hands in his trousers. “Were you having a team meeting without me?”

      I could feel the tension creep into Bridge’s shoulders. He still hadn’t quite forgiven Drew for backing out of the larger scale plan. “Meetings are for team members.”

      Drew ignored the jibe. “You look well, mates.”

      “Yeah, you know, we’re just working.”

      Drew frowned. “You still ticked at me, Bridge.”

      I could see where this was going. And while I was generally one for hashing it out, it was not the place or the time. It was Livy’s birthday. So I stepped between them. “Hey, both of you, relax, yeah? There’s plenty of time for us to fight other people, just not each other.”

      Bridge shrugged. “I wasn’t going to lay a hand on him. And frankly, man, I’m insulted that you think I would.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Mate, try telling it to someone who doesn’t know you.”

      “I haven’t had a dust up in years. Haven’t you heard? I’m a refined gentleman now. I follow rules and everything.”

      Drew rolled his shoulders before muttering an apology. “Look, I’m sorry. We’re all just tense, yeah?”

      “Well, everyone needs to get their heads in the game. Downs knows that Drew is our pick, so the ball is in motion. Everyone had better be on the same damn page.”

      East shifted on his feet. He hated tense moments like this as much as I did. But he was used to diffusing Bridge’s anger. So he automatically sided with him. “Bridge, mate, why don’t we get out and cool off?”

      “I’m enjoying my drink,” Bridge muttered sullenly.

      East tried to drag him away. But if Bridge didn’t want to move then he wasn’t going to move. He and East were about the same height, but Bridge had more muscle on him.

      Drew pushed away from the counter, as if to go after them, but then Bridge got in Drew’s face. “You mess with my peace, and we might have a fucking problem.”

      I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Liv’s birthday. Take your beef elsewhere.”

      Drew held up his hands. “No beef. Are we good, Bridge?” He stuck out his hand. Bridge hesitated but took it as I knew he would, because we were a family and we had to remember that.

      East elbowed me in the side. “Isn’t that Livy’s ex?”

      My gaze did a quick scan in the crowd and then narrowed at what East was looking at.

      “I am going to kill the fucker. What the fuck is he doing here?” When I’d given security protocols to the team, they were to keep out Todd Spivey and Fenton Mills if either of them tried to get in, but I hadn’t even considered the possibility that Dex would be ballsy enough to turn up.

      Drew stepped directly front and center of me. I tried to sidestep him, but he didn’t back down. He should have, but he did not back the fuck down.

      “You think about it. If you go over there and kick his ass, it’s going to be a problem, right? Livy doesn’t want problems on her birthday.”

      “If he goes near her, I will end him.”

      “Yeah, yeah, we know. End him, blah, blah, blah. We got it.”

      East took hold of my arm and tried to drag me to the side door. “Let’s go have a smoke.”

      “You know I don’t smoke.”

      “Well, I’ll think of something.”

      “You don’t have to do that. My shit’s tight. I’m under control.”

      But then the twat met my gaze and instead of looking for a way to try to sneak off, he approached me right in the middle of my bloody dining room. “Where’s Olivia?”

      “Like I would fucking tell you, you pencil dick.”

      He scowled. “What is your problem with me? From the moment I met you, you’ve had a problem with me.”

      “Other than the fact that you’re trespassing on my property? How did you get in here?”

      “I hitched a ride with someone. There’s always a weak point in the security.”

      I fought East’s hold, but he held on tight. “Get him out of here,” I growled.

      Drew grinned. “With pleasure.”

      Drew dragged Dex out of the back of the house so as to not disturb the guests. A few of them started to look around and noticed, but many were entertained by the live DJ. The lights were low, and alcohol was flowing. Most of them were caught up in their own shit.

      My mates dragged him quietly outside, but when I stepped out into the cool air, I grabbed him and slammed him up against the side of my house.

      “What the hell are you doing in my house?”

      “I came to wish Liv a happy birthday.”

      “She doesn’t want to see you.”

      “I know. Look, don’t you think I know that? I fucked up a lot, but it is her birthday, her first without her mum, so I’m here to support her.”

      There was a thread of sincerity, but I wasn’t idiot enough to believe him. But Liv had a soft heart, and she might.

      “I get it. You think you’re protecting her. But you forget that to her, I’m family.” He shook himself free of Drew and Bridge.

      “You think you know her so well? Why did you—"

      “I do know her. We had years together.”

      “Oh, is that why you are no longer dating her then?”

      It was his turn to scowl. I stepped toward him. East tried to stop me, but I ducked under and got right up on Dexter’s face. “What is your objective here? What do you think is going to happen?”

      “The last time we talked, we didn’t have such a good conversation. I was hoping to pick it up where we left off.”

      “You mean when you called my girlfriend a cunt? Oh yes, I know about that.”

      Dex licked his lips then. “That was a miscalculation. I shouldn’t have said it. I was upset, and I said some things that I didn’t mean. I’d like to apologize to her.”

      “As if.”

      East had already contacted Erik, and Scott came from around the front of the house making long, quick strides as he headed toward us.

      Dex took one glance at the look on Scott’s face, like he meant business, and Dex tried to evade my grasp. He managed to duck under one arm, but I dragged him back and slammed him back against the brick. He held up two hands. “Okay, fine. I’m going. I’m going. No need to get rough.”

      “I wouldn’t waste blood on you.”

      He held up his hands. “Fine.” I released him and he started to walk as if he was going to follow Scott around the house, but then he whipped around quickly, and I got popped in the nose. Straight jab, no muss, no fuss.

      The sting ricocheted through my skull. I didn’t even think then. I just reacted. He landed his solid second punch, but that was the last time he surprised me because with my right hand, I locked around his wrist, twisted back, and then hit him with several repeated jabs.

      It happened so fast it took Bridge a moment to respond. And then he seemed unsure if he should pull me off or hit Dex himself.

      East yelled. “What the fuck? Jesus Christ.”

      And Drew. Drew just stumbled back. “Fuck, Ben. Ease up, mate. We don’t need a lawsuit.” But it was too late for that.

      I was long past giving any fucks. I didn’t know where to buy a fuck. The weeks of pent-up anxiety exploded.

      Blood splattered everywhere. He managed to duck one of my hits and come under me, trying to go for a full-fledged tackle.

      Drew tried to grab him, and Dex released an elbow, hitting him in the sternum. Drew coughed. Scott turned around, gun aimed and poised at the ready.

      “Don’t fucking shoot him. I don’t need the fucking cops on me right now.”

      I landed several elbows on the back of his shoulders. I didn’t want to hit the back of his neck. I could paralyze him. But I delivered enough blows to make him release me. And then Bridge joined in and landed a straight punch to Dex’s jaw, causing his head to whip to the side. “He’s mine now. Why should you always get to have all the fun?”

      After that, my mates backed off. Dexter tried another feeble hit, but he missed. My aim was a lot more thorough. Jab. Jab. Hook. Back and forth his head went. But almost as quickly as it began, East was pulling me off.

      “Ben. Bennett, listen to me. This is Liv’s birthday. She doesn’t want this. Hand him over to Scott.”

      Scott frowned. “Next time we have a problem, call me first. I’ll get him out cleanly. This, this is hard to hide.”

      I scowled and tossed Dex into Scott’s arms. When I staggered backward, my mates glowered at me. “You could have killed him.”

      “I know.” I should have felt bad about that, but I didn’t.

      East pressed his lips. “We have a little too much heat right now.”

      “I know. Why the fuck do you think he’s walking out of here alive?”

      Bridge just muttered under his breath. “Shit. You should have just let me do it.”

      I glowered at him. “No, I take care of my own messes.”

      Bridge shook his head. “You still have much to learn. Your mess is our mess.”

      He was right. As much trouble as we all were into right now, I didn’t have the luxury of being precious. These were my mates. We were in this together. I glanced down at my hands and winced. How the fuck was I going to explain this to Livy?
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      Where the hell had my boyfriend vanished to?

      As the last guests left the party, Bryna and Jessa hugged me tight, wishing me happy birthday, Lucas dropped a very pretty bracelet in my pocket, and Roone gave me a certificate for private lessons for Krav Maga. The instructor would come to the house. I felt loved, and appreciated, and wanted, like I had family. It had been so long since I’d felt that feeling.

      At one point in the middle of the festivities, Telly had run over insisting she’d seen Dex. But I looked around and didn’t see him, and she hadn’t been able to find him again either. So I was convinced it was just someone who looked like him, which was still unfortunate. But right around that time, I hadn’t seen Ben either or the rest of the London Lords. East, Bridge and Drew had eventually all reappeared, but when I asked where Ben was, they shrugged and acted like they had no idea. It was odd though, because East quickly became the host of the party, making sure everyone had drinks and talking to all the people. He was also the one who joined me to say goodbye as everyone left. Had Ben ditched me with twenty minutes left to go?

      No, he’s not Dex.

      My feet were killing me, so I kicked off my heels and slipped into my padded slippers, shuffling around the house looking for him.

      Why did a single man need a house so big?

      It took me a while, but I found him in the movie theatre, two floors down. Admittedly, I’d had some help from the security cameras. When I opened the door and tiptoed in, he didn’t even lift his head.

      “Everyone gone?”

      “Yeah, I thought you’d left too.”

      He sat up slowly. “Liv?”

      “Yeah, were you expecting someone else?”

      “I thought you were maybe East.”

      “Why would East be coming to find you?”

      “He’s the one who shoved me in here and told me to cool off. Unfortunately, I didn’t cool off. All I managed to do was drink.” His words slurred together.

      “Ben, are you drunk?”

      He squinted his eyes. “I’m mildly buzzed. Lucky for you, I hate tequila. But I’m not happy about it. I’m annoyed. Pissed off. Which tells me that I need to stay down here even longer.”

      “Well, everyone has left. Why don’t you come to bed?”

      “Everyone’s gone?”

      “Yeah.” I turned on the light, and he winced and whirled away from me. Was that blood? “Ben, what’s wrong with you?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      But when he turned to face me, I saw that it was, in fact, something. “Your nose is bleeding. What the fuck happened?”

      “Nothing I didn’t take care of.”

      My gaze drifted down to his hands. His knuckles were bloodied, and his hands slightly stained red, as if he’d washed them but only haphazardly. “Yesu, what happened?”

      “It was nothing.”

      “I will fucking kill whoever did this to you.”

      His cocky grin was slow. “Is it weird that I find it sexy when you talk about kicking somebody’s ass for me?”

      “Oh my God, you really are buzzed.”

      “Maybe a little. I’m not drunk though.”

      “Jesus, what happened? Is there a reason you kicked somebody’s ass at my party?”

      He shrugged. “No.”

      “So, you have a bloody nose, and honestly, I think it’s broken.”

      He frowned. “Shit, does that mean I won’t be pretty anymore?”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “Yes, that’s exactly what it means. It means that you’re not pretty anymore. I’m getting a new boyfriend.”

      His brows furrowed into a scowl. “The fuck you are. After what you and I did in the kitchen earlier tonight, you are never leaving.”

      The edge in his voice made a shiver run up my spine. “Ben, I’m teasing. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I’m too hyped up. I apologize. I’m not trying to be a dick. If you want to leave, you can. But just know that I will do everything in my power to get you back. I won’t hold you here against your will. That sounded creepy and stalkery and fuck…”

      “It sounded possessive. And a little bit hot if you were talking about the bedroom. What’s going on with you?”

      He sighed then held up his hands. “The reason I’m down here is because your ex-boyfriend showed up. He insisted on seeing you. I refused to let that happen. He got in a sucker punch, and I proceeded to try and kill him.”

      My jaw unhinged. “You got in a fight with Dexter?” I wasn’t sure what I was more annoyed by, the fact that he’d been fighting at my party or the fact that part of me, a very small non-feminist part, found it oddly sexy. He’d fought Dex for me.

      “I already feel like an idiot, and I have never been sorrier in my life. It was your night. I wanted it to be perfect, but then he showed up and I just lost my shit.”

      I sighed and walked up to his seat. He reached out a hand and I took it, gingerly, careful not to hurt him. Then I pulled him into a more upright position. “Ugh, tequila.”

      He nodded. “You see? The smell, right? That’s what always stops me from drinking more tequila.”

      I looked down at the bottle. Not much of it was gone. He really didn’t like tequila. I kneeled in front of him. “Listen, even seeing Dex wouldn’t have ruined my night. My boyfriend went to all manner of lengths to make sure I had the best time. Fucking Imani Chase was here. She’s a huge star. And I am so grateful for this party. But you know, I didn’t need any of this. I could have just spent the night with you, on the couch, watching Netflix with a cupcake and a candle and loved every second of it.”

      “I know. I’m just trying to give you more. I always want to give you more.”

      “Okay, because I know that you like to do that. But just so you know, I don’t need more. I’m not that woman who’s going to demand more from you. I love you. You don’t have to defend my honor, and you don’t have to beat up my ex. I don’t need any of that. I just need you by my side.”

      “Fuck. I vanished on you. I’m so sorry.” His words were still slurred. “I wanted to be there for you.”

      “Stop. I felt so loved all night. And clearly, you are a mess. He really got you with a sucker punch?”

      He groaned as he nodded. “Yeah. I was handing him off to Scott. He just whirled around and popped me. If Bridge and East hadn’t been there, I might have killed him. Especially when Drew restrained him. He was just an easy target.”

      “He’s an ass, agreed. And honestly, I would very much relish the option to pop him in the face myself. But he’s old news; he’s the past. He doesn’t matter. The wasted years with him, the pain, you erased all of that for me. You’re the one fighting the demon. That demon doesn’t exist for me anymore.”

      He leaned forward and brushed his lips over mine. “How about we go upstairs, and I’ll take a shower so I don’t smell like god-awful tequila.”

      “I am behind this plan, and even if Dex appears again, he’s not someone you have to fight for me. I can do that myself, and I owe him a fucking sucker punch.”

      His grin was slow, and it made the panties I’d put on earlier melt. “Now that’s a way to get me out of my bad mood. You would fight Dexter for me?”

      “Immediately, without hesitation.”
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      “I’m going to hold you, if that’s okay. You know how much I want you.” He dragged in a sharp breath when I wiggled my ass against his thick erection. “Hell, you can feel it.” His cock twitched against my ass. He clearly wanted me, but all he did was continue to hold me. “I need to hold you more than I need to make love to you. If that’s okay.”

      I nodded then whispered, “Thank you for today.”

      Ben kissed my ear softly. “You have nothing to thank me for. I’m not going anywhere.”

      It was in the cocoon of his arms that I was finally able to fall asleep.

      Hours later, with streaks of moonlight casting shadows into our room, I moaned into Ben's chest. I was awake enough to know I was having either the very best of dreams or one hell of a wakeup call. Ben kissed me as his thumb and forefinger rolled one of my nipples. Sighing into the caress, I let myself relax into the kiss. His expert tongue caressed and teased mine into playing.

      God, I relished what he could do to my body. The way he made me pliant. He never rushed me, even when I wanted to hurry. He always took his time with everything, even kissing me, like we had all the time in the world. Like his erection wasn't straining.

      I loved kissing him. His lips were so soft and skilled, and his tongue–every time he licked into my mouth, it made me shiver. When his hand dipped between my thighs, I parted them to ease his way. Skilled fingers stroked my cleft, teasing me, driving me crazy. I arched my back trying to angle my hips into his hand.

      Ben slid a finger inside me as his thumb caressed my clit, and I cried out and sank my fingers into his hair. He grunted in satisfaction as my hips bucked, then he sucked on my tongue in time with his fingers sliding into my slick center. His heavy erection continued to press into my thigh, and I moaned. I would never get over what he could do to my body. I'd never been so carnal, so aroused, so willing to give myself completely to anyone.

      With a groan, he pulled back from our kiss and I mewled as I tried to follow his lips. His gaze scorched me. Dark and fiery, he stared at me under hooded lids. “Jesus, what are you doing to me?”

      My constricted throat made it impossible to speak, so I responded the only way I knew how—by arching my hips into his hand again.

      He muttered a soft curse and squeezed his eyes shut. As his fingers strummed me to the edge of orgasm, he chewed on his bottom lip. When he increased the pace of his questing fingers, I held tight onto his shoulders. I rotated my hips around and around until he swore again and rubbed his thumb directly over my clit.

      My orgasm ripped through me, laying waste to every nerve and cell. Unable to think, I threw my head back, giving myself over fully to the sensation.

      “Holy fuck, you are so beautiful when you come.”

      I smiled up at him, before he burrowed under the covers. His hands parting my thighs made me tense. “Ben, I–”

      He tugged the sheet down and lifted his head. After he crawled back up my body, he turned my chin firmly so I was looking at him. His gaze burned hot, the desire etched on his face was unmistakable. “Do you trust me?”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      “Good. Now I’m going to erase every memory of that asshole Dexter from your body. I will erase every memory of any other man before me. Tasting you is one of the highlights of my day.”

      “I-uh...” Wow. “In that case, who am I to stand between a man and his mission.”

      “There’s my girl.” His smile was lopsided. “Look at us sharing control.”

      He slid back down my body, placing kisses across my chest and belly as he went. When he reached my hips, he nibbled at the flesh over my pelvic bone then scooted still lower.

      Dusting featherlight kisses on my inner thighs, he paused when he got to my cleft. “So pretty. And so soft.” His first stroke of my slick center had me clenching my hands into the sheets. He lapped at me, kissing me and exploring me with his tongue. He took his time, as he did with everything else. He seemed in no hurry. When his tongue circled the throbbing bundle of nerves, I flew apart in his hands again. But he didn’t let up. He kept stroking me. Kept lapping at me.

      It wasn’t until he slid a finger into my moist sheath again that I lost all my inhibitions. Forgot everything I’d been afraid of. Forgot the shadows that had been chasing me and gave myself over to him. If he was intent on killing me with ecstasy, then who the hell was I to argue?

      Finally relaxing, I let my thighs fall apart again, and he moaned, parting my folds and dipping the tip of his finger into my center. My third orgasm rolled through me, chasing the tail of the previous one, and he didn’t let up until I lay limp.

      He drew himself back up my body, pausing to nip at my hips again, then to suckle my breasts.

      When he made it to my lips, he said, “I’m going to make that a new daily habit.”

      I shivered. He could do that to me any time he wanted. “God, yes.”

      He shifted against my parting thighs with his. And I moaned when the tip of his erection nudged my cleft.

      He squeezed his eyes shut tight as he entered me inch by inch. I met him halfway by raising my hips. His jaw stayed tight until he was seated all the way inside me. He made love to me sweetly. Kissing me, holding me to him, and looking into my eyes. “You’re mine. And I am yours.”

      In that moment, the fear fell away. This was the perfect moment, the one I'd always looked for. This was the kind of love and acceptance I'd been seeking all my life. “I know.” Blissful abandon started in my toes and cascaded through my body. I held onto him tight and muttered how much I loved him as the orgasm took over all my conscious and subconscious thought.

      As my body held him inside me, he whispered in my ear, “I am so lucky.” With two more deep strokes, his whole body shook with release.
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      The following Sunday afternoon, I knew two things with absolute certainty. One, I was stupid in love with Olivia Ashong. That kind of with your whole body love. Two, she was a complete menace on the roads. And the reason I knew I loved her was because regardless of her complete insanity, I still let her drive my cars.

      Livy apparently loved to drive a stick.

      Yeah, she does.

      I chuckled to myself even as I held on to the handle above the door. “What’s wrong?” she asked sweetly. “What’s so damn funny?”

      “Nothing. Everything is fine.”

      She grinned as she whipped into an open spot. Her quick and haphazard parking forced Erik and Scott to double park in their follow car.

      I stared at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Do you always drive like this?”

      “Yes. I used to have a Mini. I’m used to fitting into tight places.”

      I shook my head. “You’re trying to kill me. An early grave for me.”

      She laughed. “And here I thought you were a Viking adventurer.”

      “You know I’m not a Viking, right?”

      “You never know. Those Norse, they came down and pillaged. Oh, did they pillage. You might well have Viking blood.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      That afternoon we were on our way to see one of the other women from the initiation that Britney had told us about. Hopefully, she’d be able to shed some light on some of the other parties that took place with the older men.

      “You know you don’t have to accompany me, right? I know this is uncomfortable for you with the Elite involved. It can’t be easy.”

      “In case I haven’t said this before, the Elite can burn for all I care. I have always hated it.” I held up my right hand. “I have wanted to be rid of this ring since the day they slipped it on my finger. So, don’t you worry about dismantling some piece of me. I don’t want it. It’s rotted from the inside, and I don’t think it can be fixed.”

      “But didn’t you say you were trying to get Drew to be the leader?”

      “Yeah, so he can start to tear it up. The first step is to bury the Van Linsteds, and then we start dismantling all the power-mongering bullshit brick by brick. When we’re done with it, it’ll be like any other random fraternity. We want to declaw the cat.”

      “You really hate it.”

      “With a passion.”

      She unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed out of the Spyder. She’d straightened her hair that day and it blew in the wind. She looked every bit a fashion model. But the funny part was, she didn’t even see it. She just batted her hair out of her face and frowned before taking a hair tie and shoving it back into a ponytail. When she caught me staring, she lifted her brows. “What?’

      I shook my head. “Nothing. Come on, let’s go.” I took her hand and walked up to the gate. It was low, wooden, and hanging on one hinge. The garden was overgrown, and the honeysuckle had taken over by the door. Excellent. Bees. There was a broken garden gnome in the corner.

      Livy smiled. “I think it’s charming.”

      “Yeah, you would.”

      She laughed. “Just because I find cottages and overgrown gardens charming doesn’t mean I’m not sophisticated.”

      “Oh, no. You are, in fact, sophisticated. But even better than that, you’re real. I just can’t believe you’re mine.”

      “Yep, and you better not forget it either.” She reached out her hand and very lightly touched at the purplish bruise around my nose. Luckily, it wasn’t broken, but I owed that motherfucker a cheap shot. She scowled. “I could kick his ass.”

      “Do you realize how fucking hot it is to hear you say you’re willing to fight for me?”

      “Well, it’s not hot when you say it. I don’t want you fighting for me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t you ‘yes, ma’am’ me.”

      I grinned at her. “Sorry, I’m just trying to be accommodating. What would you rather I say?”

      “I don’t know. Just stop looking so delicious when you say it.”

      Delicious huh? “Okay. But you know that I work hard to look this good just so you’ll want to shag me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t think there’s a woman alive who doesn’t want to shag you.”

      “You’d be surprised. I have been turned down before.”

      We walked up to the door and rang the bell. Livy shifted on her feet as we waited. Nicole must have run to the door, and she opened it with a smile. “You’re Ben Covington, right?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I think you were expecting us.”

      She smiled. “Yeah. And you must be Olivia Ashong?”

      Livy shook her hand. “Thank you for taking the time to speak with us.”

      She invited us in and did the usual offer of tea. Once we were all seated in the living room, Livy and I were perched on the edge of a very tiny love seat. Livy gave her a warm smile.

      Nicole said, “Truth be told, I haven’t really thought about that time of my life in a while. It was ten years ago.”

      “Yes, obviously, it’s been a while, but I am curious… How old were you when you started?”

      She shrugged. “Eighteen. I got to meet a lot of good-looking boys around my age, rich ones. It was a party. The training was wild and a good education, because it wasn’t so much about being taught to be sexy, but rather being taught to have conversations with these boys who’d had the kind of education people only dream about. How to be not only the perfect eye candy but also attractive to them intellectually.”

      “Yes, we were told about that.” Livy leaned forward. “I understand from one of the other girls we spoke to that there were other parties as well.”

      Nicole frowned. “Oh, right. Those.”

      I tried to reassure her. “I understand this must be difficult. You don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to, but if there were other parties taking place that made the girls uncomfortable, someone needs to know so we can put a stop to it.”

      Nicole blinked her wide dark eyes. “You don’t understand. I signed a non-disclosure agreement. I took the money.”

      Livy sighed. “You taking the money does not mean that they had the right to do things to you without consent. Is there anything that wasn’t covered in the NDA that you can tell us about?”

      “I lied. I wasn’t eighteen when I started. I was seventeen.”

      Livy and I glanced at each other.

      She sighed. “So I guess my signing a non-disclosure wasn’t exactly legal since I was a minor. They’d lied about my age though. I was about to be off to Uni, and I needed the cash.”

      Livy’s voice was soft. “We’re not judging you. We’re just trying to understand.”

      “After I did the initiation, I was told I’d performed well and that they were very happy with me. They also said that there was another opportunity. Another party. I thought it would be the same kind of thing. We were only told what to say, how to eat caviar and stand pretty, and we’d be paid ten thousand pounds, and all that bullshit, but that was different. We were obviously told that at the initiation party there might be sex involved and that it was up to us to say no, and that no one would hurt us if we said yes. We knew we were basically high-priced hookers. We understood. But the other party… While the understanding was the same, the feeling was different. We walked into a different kind of party. The men were old from what we could see. None of them were young.”

      “Were there any that you might have recognized from being at the initiation?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know for sure, but there was one I thought I recognized. After he was finished, he took off his mask just for a second. He needed to wipe his brows. He was so sweaty. He turned away from me so I wouldn’t see his face, but he didn’t realize that I could see in the mirror.”

      Holy shite. This was it. The one clue we’d been looking for.

      Livy’s voice was even, but I could tell she was excited. I could practically feel her vibrating next to me. “Did you recognize him from the other party?”

      “It’s possible. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t say for sure.”

      “But if you saw him again, would you recognize him?”

      She swallowed hard and looked down at her hands. “Oh, I will never forget his face. The things that man did to me, I’ll never forget.”

      She’d been underage. My stomach turned. Yeah, she had been an escort, but she didn’t sign off on that. “Listen, we know someone from Interpol. Would you be willing to speak to them?”

      She gave her head a vehement shake. “No, you don’t understand. We signed documents saying that we would keep our mouths shut. There was this girl who started to make trouble, and the next thing I knew, she was off to America.”

      Livy raised a brow. “Do you know what her name was?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Maya maybe, or something like that. She was friends with one of the other girls.”

      I asked the question that was written all over Livy’s face. Looking for the answer that was already written on Nicole’s face. “You don’t think she went to America, do you?”

      Nicole laughed. “Are you joking? Immediately her socials were off. It said she went home to see her mom, but her mom couldn’t find her. She left a note saying she was going to America, but then she never checked in. Nothing. I know what that means. I’m not going to talk. It might have been ten years ago, but these men, what they were doing, they will protect that.”

      I levelled my gaze on her. “Listen, we will protect you. I have made it my mission in life to stop men like that. We will take you to Interpol ourselves to guarantee your safety.”

      Her gaze slanted to Livy, who nodded. “He’s serious. And you should be safe. He’s keeping me safe.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Livy smiled. “Just think it through. I’ll leave my card with you.” Livy handed it over and Nicole glanced at it as we stood to leave. Then she pushed to her feet. “No, you know what? I’ll do it. I put that money away and barely touched it. I didn’t end up going to Uni. I was too scared. They broke me. So I don’t have any interest in protecting them any longer. If you can keep me safe, I’ll do it. I’ll talk to whoever you want me to talk to.”

      I gave her a nod and my thanks. But Livy reached out and hugged her. Livy wasn’t really a hugger, but she held on to the other woman’s shoulders like she had just told her the secret of eternal youth. “You won’t regret this.”

      I just hoped Livy was right, because we were about to blow the Elite wide open.
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      The following morning it looked like we’d caught a break. We might not even need Rowan Downs. If Van Linsted got caught up in an Interpol raid, he would lose his standing.

      Are you that naïve? You think he’s not going to find a way to wiggle out of it?

      Fuck. It was all right though, one way or the other, the Van Linsteds were going down whether it was the London Lords that did it, or Interpol. They were running on borrowed time.

      I stopped short at my office when I saw the older gentleman sitting in one of my guest chairs. Alyssa was nowhere to be found. Damn it.

      “Davies, how is it going?”

      “What the fuck are you doing, Covington?”

      I slid my phone onto my desk as I walked around it, unbuttoned the jacket of my suit, and eased into my chair. “What have I done this time? You have to be specific. I do a lot of things, irritate a lot of people on a daily basis. How did I fuck you over today?”

      “This isn’t a game, boy.”

      Oh yeah, that got my attention. I leaned forward with a smile. “Watch your tone, Davies.”

      “Me? Watch my tone? I’m not the one who needs votes.”

      “Sure, I need votes. But I don’t understand what your problem is. We made a deal. I have held up my end of the bargain.”

      “You did not,” Davies spat as he leaned forward. “Estella turned up at the Supper Club. Walked right up to my table and sat the hell down. Can you imagine the scandal?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Look, you said very specifically, you wanted Estella to find love. Was that accurate?”

      “Yes. That was your job. You failed.”

      “No, I didn’t. Estella is in love with you. She has been all these years, after you made the choice you had to make. Now you live a separate life from your wife, and she’s in Italy somewhere with some boy toy just to avoid scandal. Estella never married. Never had children. She lives on her own, waiting for you to come to her. You asked me to make sure that she finds someone to love. Well, I found him. I have fulfilled my end of the bargain.”

      “You knew expressly that I wanted you to find her someone else.”

      “Why? To assuage your guilt? Look, I’m learning that this love thing comes when it wants. You can’t just shake it off or squander it away. If you squander it, you will feel the ramifications for the rest of your life.”

      “She deserves better. She deserves a family.”

      I was suddenly exhausted. So tired of all this bullshit. “You, you stupid idiot, are her family. She wants you. Has always wanted you. She waited for you to come to her, and when you didn’t, she swallowed her pride and came to you. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is. Find Estella love, you said. I did that. It just so happened that it was right under your nose. She doesn’t want a family anymore. She’s willing to be your mistress. She doesn’t need to marry you or to have your children. She doesn’t need any of that. She just wants you.” I sat back and tipped my lips into a smirk. “So, have I or have I not met my end of the arrangement?”

      “You always think you’re so sleek. You Covington men, finding little loopholes. This isn’t what I wanted for her.”

      “What you want for her and what she wants for herself are two different things. Maybe instead of you telling her what she should have, you  should ask her what she wants. Once you ask her, maybe then you can come back and talk to me. She wants you. The real question is, are you willing to pull your head out of your ass and give her what she wants, or do you think that you know better because you’re the man? If I can offer advice, I’d go with what’s behind door number one. Door number two has never worked for me. As a matter of fact, it almost cost me someone important. So walk out of here and leave it be. Live in the comfort and knowledge that she has what she wants, and I will live in the comfort and knowledge that we have a deal.”

      His face went nearly purple with rage. “Slick git.”

      “Perhaps. But I wasn’t trying to pull a fast one. I merely gave you what you wanted. One meeting with the woman and I could tell she didn’t want and wouldn’t settle for anyone else. She didn’t want me to swipe right on Tinder for her or create her a Bumble profile. Who the fuck does that? So be with her or don’t. It’s up to you, really. I did as I was asked. Now, are you going to help me oust the Van Linsteds or not?”

      For several tense moments, we sat there staring at each other. Neither one of us daring to speak. Finally, he sat back, and I let out the breath I wasn’t even aware I’d been holding. “I could hurt her again.”

      “Something tells me that she’s a very strong lady and can take care of herself. So try it. See how it works out for you. But in the interim, enjoy her. Life is too short. Listen to me, sounding all philosophical. All because of a woman.”

      Davies finally relaxed his shoulders, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I suppose you want a thank you.”

      I lifted a shoulder. “I don’t need a thank you. I just need votes.”

      He cocked his head and studied me. “You should be running, not Wilcox.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ, what is it with you all? I don’t want it. Wilcox is the perfect candidate.”

      “I’m telling you right now, they won’t follow Wilcox.”

      “They will. He is cut from the same cloth. They will follow him.”

      “You really want Wilcox? Not even Hale?”

      “Hale is not going to happen. Wilcox is the best.”

      He sighed. “All right, but he’s going to need a makeover.”

      I lifted my brows. “What do you mean?”

      “He doesn’t come across as strong enough. Yes, he is wealthy, runs one of the best venture capital firms in Britain. He comes across very much as a family man. He does what he knows he should. But the Elite want someone who’s willing to push for what he actually wants, not just getting by on what appearances dictate. He’s going to have a hard time. He needs to be able to stand for something.”

      I rubbed my jaw. “I know what you mean. I’ll figure it out. You just give him the votes.”

      He sighed. “Right. I’ll do what I can.” He stood, still not really particularly happy at how our agreement had worked out.

      “And Davies, tell Estella I said hi.”

      The look he gave me wouldn’t melt ice, but I didn’t care. I’d done what I needed to do to fulfill my end of the bargain. All he needed to do was fulfill his.
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      I was running late. I hated being late. And honestly, if Erik had let me drive myself and followed me, I would have been on time. But the man drove like an eighty-year-old pensioner.

      “Erik, I need to get there.”

      “I can’t help the traffic, Miss.”

      “You can help driving like you’re eighty.”

      I could have sworn I saw him smile in the rearview mirror. “I hear you, but I have my marching orders.”

      “Exactly how did you save Ben’s life again?”

      “It’s a long story. Best saved for another day.”

      “But you will tell me sometime?”

      I did see him grin then. He was quite handsome. He was fair, his hair more of a strawberry blond than ginger and starting to sport some gray. He looked a little older than Ben. He was clearly fit, good-looking, and poised. From his accent, I could tell he’d probably gone to one of those fancy boarding schools like Ben and the others. And Bennett said that he owned his own security firm. So the fact that he was guarding me personally was a big deal and likely meant Ben was paying him exorbitant amounts of money.

      “You’re not going to tell me anything?”

      “I happen to be very good at secrets, ma’am.”

      “So if I told you a secret, you would keep it?”

      “If you were the one employing me, then yes. But currently, it’s Mr. Covington signing my paychecks, so you probably shouldn’t tell me any secrets that you don’t want him knowing.”

      “’Were you always like this, so restrained? I can imagine this little Erik, quiet, studious. Was that you?”

      His chuckle was low and rich. And he had a very nice smile. “No, ma’am. I was not quiet.”

      “Well, not everyone is perfect.”

      “Some people are damn near close.”

      I grinned. “Thanks.”

      He shook his head. “And you’re so sure I meant you? I see Ben is rubbing off on you.”

      I nodded. We pulled up to Nicole’s. “Can I go in first?”

      He shook his head. “No, you may not. Scott will ring the doorbell. Then we will flank you both as we leave.”

      I groaned but still followed the rules because Ben needed to trust that, when I was out, I wasn’t going to do anything crazy or dangerous that could get me either kidnapped or shot at again. How had these kinds of things become a normal part of my vocabulary?

      Scott pushed open the little wooden gate, still hanging on by the one hinge and walked to the unevenly paved walkway in front of us. When he rang Nicole’s bell, nothing happened. I frowned as we waited. And then impatiently, I pulled out my phone and texted her.

      Livy: We’re here. Are you ready to go??

      I stared, waiting for the three little dots to tell me she was answering, but they didn’t come.

      I frowned at Scott and asked him to ring the doorbell again. He obliged, but still no Nicole.

      I glanced around, trying to ascertain if there was any way to tell if one of the cars on the street belonged to her, but nothing stood out. Impatient, I hopped down the steps and started tromping around through the garden. There was no path, just overgrown weeds and honeysuckle as well as some primrose.

      Erik was on me in a flash. “What part of be careful is so foreign to you?”

      When I reached the side of the house, I saw the broken window.

      Erik called Scott over and we ran around the side and then to the back door, which was wide open. There was blood. So much blood.

      Erik tried to pull me back, but I was quicker than he was. I wiggled around and ran into the house, careful not to touch anything.

      I didn’t need to go further to see what he didn’t want me to see. Nicole, in her tiny sitting room, her eyes open, staring vacantly at the ceiling, unmoving.

      My stomach cramped and tightened into a knotted ball. “Oh my God, I did this. I did this.”

      Erik’s arms were around me in a flash. “Livy, we have to go right now.”

      “What do you mean, go? We have to call the police. Oh my God. Why? Why does this keep happening?”

      His arms tightened. “Olivia, we need to get you in the car and on the way home. Do you understand me?”

      I heard him, but it was like he was talking through water. All I could see was that pretty woman, her throat slashed because she’d talked to us. Because she’d been more than ready to turn in the Elite.

      I shoved him aside. “We don’t know if she’s dead.”

      “Are you kidding? Look at her.”

      “She might just be passed out.” I struggled in his hold.

      “No, she’s dead.”

      I snapped my head up and glowered at him. “Go check her pulse then.”

      Erik held me firmly, but I wiggled lose. “You’re smothering me. I’m just going to stay in the kitchen, okay?”

      He shook his head. “Don’t touch a thing. I shouldn’t have even let you inside. I don’t think anyone is still here, but we need to make sure.”

      As Scott went to check, Erik glanced around. “This place is a mess. They were looking for something.”

      It was only then that I saw she had a sink full of dishes. Well, full of a few dishes, but filled to the brim with water. She’d been doing the washing. “So, what? They just showed up at her door and killed her?”

      Suddenly, something lit up in the sink, and I gasped. “What the hell?” I stepped closer and peered in, and I saw that it was her phone. “Holy hell.” Before Erik could stop me, I reached into the water.

      “Miss Ashong, no.”

      I shook my head at him. And then when I pulled out the phone, his brows lifted. “That thing is still on?”

      “Yeah. Some of these things can last even in water. We might be able to get it dried out.”

      Scott came back from the living room. “The whole place has been tossed. Someone was looking for something.”

      Scott inclined his head. “We should go in case the police were already called. We don’t want Miss Ashong to get any questions asked that she’s not ready to answer. We’ll call them when we get to the house.”

      I slipped the phone into my purse. “I’m not leaving yet.”

      Erik opened his mouth as if to argue, but sighed and acquiesced. “Fine, but let’s get outside.”

      He reached for me and I held up my hands. “Yes, yes, fine. You don’t have to toss me over your shoulder.”

      “I’ll save that for Mr. Covington.”

      I stopped and lifted a brow. If he tried those caveman tactics again, it was going to get him in real trouble. But I could tell Erik was trying to lessen the tension, and I appreciated it. “How long has she been dead?”

      Scott said, “Not long. An hour maybe. She’s still warm.”

      Erik cursed under his breath. “Don’t think about it.”

      We made it back around onto the street, and Erik opened the car door for me. “Don’t think about the things you could have or should have done differently. Think about what you can do. The ghosts of the past will eat your soul if you let them.”

      He backed away after making sure I was properly belted in, then he closed the door before climbing into the driver’s seat and revving the engine. In the span of a moment, I had been joking with my security, found a woman who I’d promised to protect dead in her home, and had stolen her phone. When the hell was my life going to get easier?
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      I charged through the house, my heart trying to claw its way out of my chest. “Liv? Livy?”

      When I’d gotten the call from Erik, I was all the way across town, and traffic had been a nightmare. So it took me over an hour to get to her.

      When I ran in the house, she wasn’t in the kitchen or the living room or the library. She was nowhere to be found. It wasn’t until I heard voices coming down from my study on the second floor that I located her and realized she had the whole damn team there already.

      They got here faster than you did.

      That thought churned in my gut, but she was my only focus. When she saw me, she stood, and I rushed to her, picking her up from her feet, running my arms around her and squeezing so tight she probably couldn’t breathe. But I needed to touch her to know that she was safe.

      “Jesus Christ, are you okay?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine. I’m just… We were too late. I made her a promise that she’d be safe, and we were too late. Who are these people?”

      “They are the people that I’m going to slaughter and burn to the ground. That’s who they are.” My voice was all acid and bile and full-on aggression.

      From somewhere in the corner, someone cleared their throat, and I said harshly, “You will wait a goddamn minute, while I make sure she’s okay.”

      “Sorry, dude, but you should probably also know about the phone.”

      I glowered down at Livy and she winced.

      “Um, her phone. I found it.”

      I sat her down then. “What do you mean ‘found’? Did you go inside the house?”

      More wincing.

      “Well, I wanted to make sure she was actually dead, because how horrible would it have been if she was still alive and we left her there? I didn’t want that weighing on my conscience.”

      I ran my hands through my hair. “Jesus fucking Christ, woman, why can’t you just stay safe?”

      From the corner, Telly spoke up. “Well, speaking for the womenfolk, why can’t you lads just stay safe? She did what she had to do. Now, quit your fucking Tarzan act and listen. She found the phone. The dead girl’s phone.”

      I snapped my gaze around to the petite brunette, scowling at her. I liked Telly. She was loyal to Livy, good at her job, and she didn’t fuck around. All qualities I respected. But right now, I needed Livy alone. “I’m trying to keep her safe.“

      But Telly refused to back down. “Of course you are. But let’s not forget what this current display is really about. You want to fuck her and remind her that she’s supposed to stay on a pedestal, untouched and completely safe, but we’re way past that now.” She inclined her head at Livy. “Besides, Livy isn’t delicate like a flower; she’s delicate like a bomb. Give her her due. She thought on her feet today.”

      Livy stepped away from me. “Don’t be an asshole, Ben. Telly has a point. There are pressing matters here. I’m fine, and we made headway."

      I forced myself to inhale deeply and then took another breath before I wrapped my arms around her again and kissed her forehead. “Stop fucking scaring me. I’m not sure I can take it.”

      She nodded against my chest. “I’ll get right on that. In the meantime,” she inclined her head toward the coffee table in my study, “I found that.”

      The phone sat in a shallow bowl of rice. “Is there a reason it’s in rice?”

      Telly nodded. “Yeah, it turns out Nicole wasn’t a dummy. She hid her phone. That means there’s something on it that they probably want. The only problem is where she hid the phone. That predicates some rice.”

      I turned back to Liv. “Where did you find that?”

      “Her sink. While Scott went to check to make sure she was actually dead, Erik stood watch at the door. I was just standing in the corner, and then her sink lit up. I reached in and grabbed it. It’s waterproof to a certain depth, and certainly, her sink is shallower than that. She might have hidden it, or she might have just dropped it, I don’t know, but we’re trying to dry it out a little. I’m hoping that between Telly, East, and Ariel, we can figure out what’s on it.”

      I just stared at Liv. I was forever trying to protect her, keep her safe, keep her contained, but in that moment, surrounded by our closest friends, I could see that there was no containing her. She was sharp. Smart. Quick on her feet. And I was doing her a severe injustice by not thinking her strong enough. “That was smart thinking. East, Tell, any chance you can get into it?” Now that I’d seen her and knew that she was okay, the adrenaline started to wane, making my whole body shake. “And what about the fucking police?”

      “We called them from the car. Erik said there was no CCTV camera footage. They came and questioned me about why I was there, what I wanted to talk to her about. I told them that she’d agreed to help with some charity work I was doing for Jessa’s foundation. So that should be easy enough to forge, right?”

      East nodded. “Yup, it’s already done. If they investigate, they’ll find Nicole had applied for a volunteer opportunity.”

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah, okay. Thanks for taking care of that, mate.”

      He just lifted his chin in my direction. “Yup. We’ve already broken so many laws, what’s a few more?”

      Fucking hell. “Okay, so, you talked to the police. What exactly happened to Nicole?”

      Livy shuddered, and I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her tightly to me. “Her throat had been slit. They asked me a few questions about why someone would want her dead, and then they wanted to know why I had security with me. I had to explain about how I was kidnapped and all that. Needless to say they had a lot of questions.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. We’ll deal with them. And if—“

      The doorbell sounded.

      Bridge frowned. “Did you call the Winston Isles crew?”

      I shook my head. “No, I was just trying to get here. I don’t think they know yet.”

      He nodded. “Well, I’ll text Lucas and tell them to stay away, but who the fuck is that?”

      I glanced down at the security camera East had pulled up on his laptop, and there she was, Nyla Kincade from Interpol. “Jesus Christ, that woman is like a fucking bad penny."

      East just stared at her. “Yeah, but who is she?”

      I glanced at Livy, and her body sagged. I could tell she was exhausted, but she was the one who spoke. “That Interpol bitch is here at our house.”

      Bridge’s eyes went wide. “Interpol? For what?”

      I hadn’t had the chance to talk to them about the impromptu visit we’d had from her a few days earlier. “Yeah, she paid us a visit. Wanted to know the details of the theft at the Gem Gala and Livy’s abduction afterward. She spoke to me, Jessa, and Livy.”

      East swore under his breath. “Do we know her?”

      I shrugged. “No, I don’t think I’d seen her before that, why?”

      “I feel like I know her.”

      “Have you shagged her? Because that’s not going to help.”

      Livy stood back from me. “One of us has to get the door.”

      “Okay, we’ll both do it. The rest of you stay here and don’t make a sound.”

      I took Livy’s small hand in mine. When we were at the staircase, I leaned over and kissed her. “It’ll be okay, I promise.”

      “That’s not a promise you can make. A woman is dead because of us. We met with her and endangered her life. I don’t know if I can live with that.”

      “You didn’t do it. You are not the one who chose to murder her. We’re going to put the people who did it away. Do you understand me?”

      She nodded slowly. “Right. Okay, let’s go deal with Interpol.”

      When we hit the bottom of the stairs, Livy headed to go put the kettle on for tea, and I went to the door. When I pulled it open, I leaned into the door jamb. “Agent Kincade. I didn’t know we would be seeing you again so soon.”

      Her smile was bright. “Wow, this house, this neighborhood, Belgravia. Nice digs, Covington House. I must admit I’ve driven by before, but it never even occurred to me that this would be your place.”

      Despite myself, I coughed a laugh. “Fair enough. Agent Kincade, how may I help you?”

      “Oh my goodness, you’re not going to make me ask questions from right here on your palatial front porch, I hope.”

      I bit back the sarcastic retort. “No, of course not. Come on in, Agent Kincade.”

      “I have to tell you, Mr. Covington,” she said as she strolled past me to the foyer and into the living area, “I am quite shocked that you don’t have a butler or something.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that Livy had given everyone the night off, but I didn’t bother. “I know that butlers can make people uncomfortable.”

      She lifted a brow. “Uh-huh. But I can still see that your security is impeccable. I had to flash my badge. And God, that is an unscalable fence. Who are you trying to keep out?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Or worse, who are you trying to keep in? Trying to keep that pretty girlfriend of yours locked in here?”

      “Is there a point to this kind of questioning?”

      She turned slowly in the living room and whistled low. “Wow, this house is insane. I have never seen anything quite like it. It’s phenomenal. Somehow, it’s airy and stunning, obviously. And the artwork is incredible. That is a Xander Chase. I saw a gallery opening with him once. His work is amazing.”

      “Agent Kincade, does this visit have a purpose? If you don’t mind, you interrupted the two of us.”

      Livy strolled in then with tea on a tray. “Oh Ben, must you tell everyone about our sex life?”

      Agent Kincade grinned at her. “Miss Ashong, it’s delightful to see you again. You are far more personable than your boyfriend.”

      Livy set the tray down and laughed. “Well yeah, I’ve told him that more than once.”

      “You don’t mind if I sit, do you? You seem antsy, Mr. Covington. Have I truly interrupted something?”

      “Yes, you have. I would like to finish having sex now, if you don’t mind.”

      That rattled her. She blushed slightly, but then tossed her hair and plastered that sassy smile back on her face. “Well, some of us are ever so lucky.” She turned to Livy. “But I do have a couple of questions. Firstly, Miss Ashong, how in the world is it that you are involved in yet another criminal scenario?”

      Livy wasn’t so scared this time. Or maybe she was so scared she wasn’t fighting back. “Agent Kincade, when we last saw you, you told us you were chasing jewel thieves. There was an unfortunate event today that I am sure I will never get out of my memory. A woman is dead, and I would love to know why you are at our home asking questions as if we know something about it. Ben wasn’t even with me today.”

      “Yes, and where were you, Mr. Covington?”

      I lifted a brow. “I was in the South Bank. Client meeting. All day.”

      Her smile was slow. “I’ll make sure to check that.”

      Livy was losing her patience. “You will, will you? You still haven’t answered how this is related to your case or why you seem to think that my boyfriend has any reason to be involved. And taking those facts into consideration, there’s no reason for you to be here.”

      Nyla Kincade blinked at Livy then, as if reassessing her.

      Livy was not someone to be messed with, and she was on a roll. “Also, I’m starting to wonder if your superiors have any idea what it is that you’re doing. You’re chasing ghosts. A woman has died. She was interested in charity work, not jewels. I’m not sure how exactly it’s related to your case.”

      Nyla’s smile faltered. “What’s interesting, Miss Ashong, is that the woman you say was interested in volunteer work was seen at a café two weeks ago with Axel Zolov, one of the men we picked up at that warehouse you directed us to. He’s related to Evan Zolov, and he’s a notorious trafficker. Isn’t that fascinating?”

      Livy lifted her chin. “When we met with her, her references came through, other than that I can’t help you.”

      “Right. I also just wanted to see if you’re okay. When we met, I liked you.”

      Livy crossed her arms. “And you’re full of shit. You want something. But right now what you’re doing borders on harassment. We’ve tried to be accommodating, but this is invasive.”

      Agent Kincade nodded and closed her notepad then pushed to her feet. “Maybe I have intruded too long, and it is getting late. You’ve had a very trying day.”

      “Yes, I have.” Livy said. I was more than happy to show Nyla Kincade the hell out of my house, and the security staff would be getting explicit notice that she was not to be allowed on the premises ever again. Before we reached the door though, she turned. “Those cars in the driveway, are they all yours?”

      Bridge and East only drove company cars, so they would all have company plates. I nodded. “Yep, all mine.”

      She nodded. “Wow, that’s a lot of cars. I wouldn’t even know how to pick which one I would drive on a daily basis. Oh, there is one last thing I wanted to ask. We didn’t recover the victim’s phone at the crime scene. It’s as if someone took it. Like there was something hidden on it. You didn’t see a phone by chance, did you, Miss Ashong?”

      And then my beautiful girl tilted her chin, met Nyla’s gaze levelly, and lied her ass off. “No, I didn’t. I only went around the back to see if she was okay. I thought maybe she hadn’t heard us ring the bell. And then I saw that she was dead, so my security left with me and we phoned the police on our way home.”

      “Right, so you didn’t go inside?”

      Livy frowned. “Why would I have gone inside?”

      Nyla laughed. “Right. Of course, because why would you have gone inside? You two have a good night. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again soon.”

      And with that, she was gone. I wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but I knew we weren’t done yet.

      Livy’s gaze met mine. “We are out of time. We need to get whatever information is on that phone as discreetly as possible. Interpol is far too close. And I don’t like the way she’s looking at you.”

      It was always going to be my first instinct to protect Liv, to comfort her, so I wrapped my arms around her. “It’s okay. We’re going to be okay. We’ll get the information on that phone, and then we’ll see where we’re at.” Hopefully, I’d said that with enough confidence to reassure her.

      You’re very good at lying to yourself.
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      “You are a bloody star.”

      Lucas planted both hands on my cheeks and then smacked a kiss on my forehead.

      Ben’s voice was a growl. “Back it up, Winston.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “My fiancée is right there.”

      Bryna just shook her head. “Sorry, Liv, sometimes he’s kind of like a slobbering puppy.”

      I grinned. “What did I do?”

      I sauntered into Roone and Jessa’s townhouse. I went to the kitchen and grabbed a pear from the fridge.

      “You forced the Van Linsteds’ hands.”

      “I need you to start speaking English.” I glanced around to East. “Can you translate?”

      “Sorry, love. I don’t speak American.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “Look, I don’t know what the hell you said to Interpol, but whatever you said caused Interpol to ask some questions as to why the Van Linsteds didn’t report the jewelry as missing.”

      “Is that a problem? We know for a fact the one you took is a fake. So if they didn’t report it missing, how does that help us?” What was I missing?

      “Well, it helps us because now they have to produce the jewel.”

      Roone came up behind me and grabbed a beer. “Explain it to the rest of us, mate.”

      Lucas sighed and eased himself onto a stool. “Okay, so you told Interpol that old lady Van Linsted was really worried about her jewel. Then Interpol goes to ask them questions about why they didn’t report the priceless jewel as missing if for no other reason than the insurance. So, they’ll have to admit that she lied and that a replica was, in fact, stolen. Which brings about shaky confidence. And the Van Linsteds will do anything to hold on to power. The last thing they want their enemies knowing is that the one thing that’s the center of their wealth and glory and power is a fake. Or that April wears fakes around. They don’t want to communicate that at all.”

      Roone nodded. “Okay, I understand so far.”

      “So now that they neglected to mention to Interpol that the jewel went missing, Interpol wants them to provide the real jewel for authentication.”

      Bridge, who thus far had said nothing, pushed away from the wall, lifting his glass and draining it. “So that means while they’re producing it, we can steal it. And we don’t have to break into the vault.”

      Lucas grinned. “I’m glad one of you is as smart as I am.” He shook his head at Roone. “I’m really sad it wasn’t you. What kind of idiot has my sister married?”

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t start with the jabs. Because we’d all like to know just what you’ve been doing in Europe for the last year and a half.”

      Lucas’s brow lifted. “That wasn’t me. I’m subtle. And I’m not greedy. Plus, no one dies on my watch.” He shuddered. “Squeamish, you see. I don’t like blood.”

      Bryna nodded. “It’s true. I cut my finger last week, and he almost passed out when he saw the blood.”

      “It was a lot of blood, Bryn,” he moaned.

      If I was being entirely honest, there was a part of me that thought maybe he was behind those robberies Interpol was investigating too.

      Roone rubbed his jaw. “No, they’re slick though. And Lucas is right, that group is greedy. They’ve tried things that would have gotten lesser crews pinched.”

      Jessa came around to wrap her arms around Roone’s waist. “Why do you sound like you respect them?”

      Lucas shook his head. “Look, I like moxie as much as the next guy, but they’re killing people. It’s not okay. There’s always an easier way, a better way to make it happen.”

      Jessa gave him a soft smile. “Oh, we’re just giving you shit. Besides, you’re not that good.”

      A scowl furrowed his brow. “I beg your pardon?”

      She and Roone guffawed. “Oh, poor big brother, can’t stand to be told he’s not the best thief.”

      “I have a reputation to protect.”

      Roone slapped him on the back as we all headed back to the living room.

      Instead of letting me sit on the couch next to him, Ben dragged me into his lap. “So, what is our next step?”

      Roone asked, “East, where are they going to do the appraisal again?”

      “Grimwald Authenticators,” East offered.

      Lucas grinned. “Then we are in luck, boys. It just so happens I’m very familiar with that venue.”

      “Why is that?” Bridge asked.

      Lucas shrugged. “Well, I’ve robbed it before. So as long as they haven’t changed any security parameters it’ll be a piece of cake.”

      Ben sat forward. “You have robbed Grimwald Authenticators before?”

      “Yes. That time it wasn’t jewels though. It was coins. They were authenticating some long-buried coins from Spain.”

      Ben laughed. “Why do you sound nostalgic?”

      Lucas sighed wistfully. “Ah, the good old days.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. His good humor was infectious.

      “Wait, so we’re really going to try this with Interpol sniffing around?” I asked.

      Lucas nodded.

      This time, it was East who tried to reassure me. “It’s all right, Liv. You did good. You at least got Kincade off our trail for a little bit and bought us time. So now we just have to find out everything about her. Figure out the way she thinks.”

      I glanced around. “You guys seem so calm. I’ve been picturing myself in prison jumpsuits since that first interview with her.”

      Jessa nodded. “It was scary. Are you sure about going through with this, Ben?”

      “Yeah. Downs is already moving things forward in our favor. If I don’t deliver that jewel, there will be hell to pay.”

      Jessa nodded and leaned into Roone for support. “There’s something about Kincade. She’s too astute, as if she’s walking into a game where the rules constantly change and she has an early glance at them but won’t tell you what they are.”

      East laughed. “Oh, that’s not terrifying at all.”

      Jessa shrugged. “I’m just saying how I see it. She’s a smart cookie, that one.”

      “Well, we will be smarter then.” East winked at me. “Leave it to me, I will find out everything there is to know about Nyla Kincade. We’ll see how she thinks. None of us are going to jail. Not over this.”

      I just wished I could be anywhere near that confident.
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      I kissed Livy in my lap. As at ease as she seemed, I did worry about this plan and what it was going to mean for her. East, ever helpful, muttered, “I do look excellent in gray though.” He and Telly were trying to hack into Nicole's phone to find any data that might be useful to us. But for an average woman, they were discovering she sure had a lot of security protocols on her phone.

      I scrubbed my hands over my face. “Okay look, Obviously, we need to hand over everything we have on the Elite to Interpol. We’ll make no confessions about any jewel heist. Everything was recovered and no one was hurt, so no harm no foul. We go back to our lives and the Elite burns.”

      East rubbed at his neck. “I wish it could be that easy, but I doubt it.”

      Bridge agreed with him. “Mate, we all know the level and depths the Elite will go to in order to protect their own. It’s likely they will walk away from this just like they’ve walked away from everything else over the years. And with the Van Linsteds in power, the ones with the most to lose, there’s no way any of this ever comes to light. That pretty Agent Kincade will get reassigned. Watch. You can’t just leave this to Interpol, otherwise nothing changes.”

      “What, so we’re supposed to just dig deeper and deeper into this shit? Livy was kidnapped, let me remind you.” I turned to my cousin then. “So, if you’re going to stand here and tell me that I have no skin in this game, you can fuck right off.”

      Roone puffed out his chest. “Easy does it, cousin. I’m in no mood for your shit, and we both love our wives.” He saw the way my eyes went wide when he said the word wife, and he amended it. “Girlfriends, whatever. You know what I mean.”

      Livy put up a hand. “Okay, everyone needs to chill out. Jessa, were you hurt in any way by Interpol’s questions?”

      “No, I wasn’t. And I know for a fact that I don't need my man to save me. Need I remind you that I've gotten the drop on you before, Roone? Stop acting like cavemen. We all agreed to this, and we’re all in this together.”

      Telly offered up a compromise. “Look, tempers are high, everyone’s worried, and none of us want to go to jail.”

      Lucas waved his hand. “No one is going to jail.”

      Telly rolled her eyes and continued. “It’s a little concerning that Interpol is up our asses right now though. Maybe we should find out why before everyone loses their shit.”

      East perked up. “Funny you should ask that. I’ve already been doing a little research on this mysterious Nyla Kincade, and she didn’t exist until six years ago. No trace, no history, no nothing.”

      I frowned at that. “You think she’s using an alias?”

      East nodded. “Oh, almost certainly. So I don’t know who she is, but the one thing I do know is that Agent Nyla Kincade must have something to hide.”

      Livy frowned. “Or maybe she's in witness protection or something like that. It could be anything. We can’t just assume she’s shady.”

      East frowned. “Yeah, but since she’s the one who’s trying to put us in jail, we’re going to assume she’s shady and go after her with everything we’ve got.”

      Livy sighed. “Yes, we’ll protect our own. Don’t go to jail. All valid and important things we need to do with our lives, but she’s just doing her job.”

      Ariel nodded. “Agreed.”

      Penny nodded as well. “She’s doing what she has to do.”

      Sebastian rubbed Penny’s back. “So then, what do you want us to do, mate? We came to help you. You name it, and we’ll do it.”

      I watched Liv. This whole thing started with me and her in a closet. No way could I drag her any deeper into things. I needed to put an end to it. My mates and I had dealt with this shit for far too long. We needed to walk away. We needed to burn the whole thing to the ground. “Look, like I said, I think we should give the information to Interpol and let them burn.”

      Bridge just shrugged. “It’s no different than your original plan.”

      “We burn them to the ground. Let Interpol do their job, round them all up.”

      East frowned. “Look, I’m a fan of the round-them-up scenario, but what about punishment for Toby? We gave Emma our word.”

      Bridge nodded. “We did give Emma our word. And I think they’ll weasel out of it.”

      Around the room we went. Lucas, of course, was for the heist and for staying the fuck away from Interpol. Bryna was with him. Penny and Ariel said that they’d wait to hear what Livy wanted, and Sebastian was with his brother. Roone, though we were at odds, was with me. Jessa was on team Livy. So that’s how it was working out.

      I looked at Olivia. “What do you want to do? None of this was supposed to happen this way. Tell me how you want this to be handled. I’m not telling you what to do or forcing my protection on you. You just tell me what you want, and we’ll make it happen.”

      Her gaze met mine for several long beats. “Look, I hate to say it, I think Bridge is right. I think that the Elite will find a way to weasel out of this. I think that no matter what we do on the legal end, they’re going to find a way out of it. I think we have to be systematic. Stick to our plan. Unseat Van Linsted and blow it wide open. I know it’s not what you want, and I know you are scared for me, but you don’t need to be. I have my eyes wide open now, and I’m choosing to do this. Don’t give up your fight for your friend just because of me. I think we do both things. We strip them of that jewel that is the seat of their power and bend the Van Linsteds to your will. Then you start to dismantle the Elite. With him gone, you can shed so much light on all their misdeeds. Drew will be the Director Prime or Director Honcho, or whatever the hell it’s called. And systematically, he will destroy them. But then we also take what we have to Interpol. We name names, tell the truth. Without Van Linsted to protect them, they will all tumble. We just have to keep going at it.”

      Why would she never back down?

      You wouldn’t respect her if she did.

      Telly glanced up. “And I am in!” Telly shouted triumphantly.

      East scowled. “I was busy having an argument. That doesn’t count as a win. You used my distraction against me.”

      She grinned. “What, you think I wasn’t listening to the argument? I was. I just know how to multitask better.”

      He narrowed his gaze at her, and she just gave him a cheeky smile before continuing. “The good news is that I know why Nicole was killed. The bad news is that it doesn’t bode well for us.”

      I lifted my chin in her direction. “Go on.” She turned the laptop around, showing us the images that were on her computer. There were sketches of men’s faces. She was a gifted artist. And she had drawn a perfect likeness of Marcus Van Linsted, Adam Hilton, as well as three others I didn’t know very well.

      Livy gasped. “That looks just like him.”

      Telly nodded. “Yeah?”

      Livy's voice was just above a whisper. “We have them.”

      I shook my head. “No, but we at least know who she was going to name, so we can make sure that Interpol finds her phone, and we can certainly put names to the faces for Agent Kincade.”

      East nodded. “Yeah, I can do that.”

      Bridge chuckled. “You know you have no shot at tapping that, right? She’s a barracuda. She also wants to put us all in jail.”

      East rolled his eyes. “You have me all wrong. I have zero interest in her. I’m more than happy to do the leg work because I don't think I look good in prison gray.”

      I laughed. “Fine, we’ll make sure Agent Kincade finds this phone, then we’ll be done with this part of the plan.”
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      That night, as Ben shifted over me until he settled between my thighs, I could feel the heat between us. His eyes had warmed to aqua, and I could see the love there. The softness, the worry.

      I reached my hand up to cup his face. “Hey, you with me?”

      Ben dipped his head to give me a soft kiss. “Always,” he murmured over my lips.

      I knew all the things he wasn’t saying. All the things he was worried about. A brush of our lips became more of a heated tangle of tongues and burning desire.

      His erection was mere inches from my slick core. One shift of my hips, and he'd be nudging my entrance.

      Ben dragged his lips from mine and placed open-mouthed kisses along my jawline, the column of my throat, my collarbone. When he dipped to kiss my breast, I moaned just before his lips covered the pointed tip. With his hand, he teased the other nipple until I whimpered.

      I could only pant as he continued the path of hot kisses down my stomach, past my belly button.

      Oh. God. Yes.

      He settled between my thighs and gave a long leisurely lick to my heated center. I dug my hands into his hair. I felt him shiver, but he didn’t stop the long expert strokes of his tongue except to occasionally pause and suck on my flesh.

      Electricity singed every nerve ending as he continued to lap at me. When I started to quiver, he kissed my inner thigh. “I had big plans on taking my time.”

      I was in no mood for torture and I thrashed in the bed. “Please…”

      “But I don’t think either of us can wait.”

      He was right. “I—don’t want…wait…” My words were broken as they tore out of my throat.

      His kisses up my body were rough and hungry as he nipped, his tongue soothing all the tiny injuries. I’d have bruises in the morning, but I didn’t care. They would be my love battle scars.

      I groaned into his mouth as he kissed me deep, his thick, pulsing erection nudging at the notch of my sex.

      Ben tore his lips from me. “Fuck, I need you.” He dropped his forehead to mine and I watched with rapt attention as he gripped his straining erection at the base. His gaze met mine as with one hard thrust, he filled me.

      “Ah fuck.”

      “Oh my God. Bennett…”

      I managed to drag hot open-mouthed kisses along the column of his throat and relished in the feel of his stubble.

      Something that sounded like a strangled moan tore from his chest, and he dug his hands into the sheets next to my head. My hips met his thrust for thrust as he owned and worshiped me.

      “Fuck! So tight…Not sure…last…”

      I answered with a roll of my hips.

      He cursed low then gathered both my wrists into one hand, bracketing them above my head. “You are a very naughty girl.”

      “Who me?” I feigned innocence.

      He kissed me deep, and I widened my legs to accommodate more of him.

      “Livy…” My name on his lips sounded reverent.

      The corners of his lips tipped into a lopsided smile as he retreated and sank back in. The need took my body again as he drove me higher and higher. I clamped my legs around his hips, and he muttered curses under his breath. With one hand he widened my thighs and my eyes went round as he hit a magical spot deep inside.

      “Christ, Bennett!”

      I dragged my eyes open and blinked up at him, our gazes locking as my back bowed, and as he pumped into me, his curse tore from his lips. “Fuck. Oh fuck. I fucking love you, Liv.”

      I held on tight. I prayed to God everything went as planned. I couldn’t lose him. “I love you.” I just hoped my love was enough to keep him safe.
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      As we all waited in the van, I forced myself to take a deep breath. So we were doing this. We were going to rob Grimwald Authenticators. The good news was, we were only going to take one thing, and it wasn’t hurting anyone. And fuck, if we could have bought it, we would have.

      Oh, good, tell yourself all the lies you need to make this okay.

      I ground my teeth. This was for Toby.

      Okay, fair point.

      I glanced around at my mates. Bridge looked shockingly calm. Lucas was bouncing around, excited. Sebastian just leaned forward, elbows on his knees, cracking his knuckles and staring blankly. Roone was tense. He kept going over the mission plan, over and over, confirming egress points, move points, security cameras. It was like he thought if he was as prepared as he could be, then we wouldn’t be seen, we wouldn’t get caught, and there was no way Jessa was going to be caught up in this.

      We’d set up our alibi of a poker game at Bridge’s house. We’d staged it, made it look like a poker game and then ran a looped video for security footage. Telly said that East’s video was so clean even she couldn’t tell that it wasn’t accurate. Ariel had been impressed. She said she might reach out to him for some jobs. Of course, that made him feel cooler than cool.

      “All we have to do is walk in there, follow the plan, steal the jewel, and we will be okay. Okay? So why aren’t you all relaxed?” Lucas asked.

      I was going in with Lucas and Sebastian. East would be on the comms and on watch. Bridge and Roone were on security. It should be easy. No problem. But still, my hands shook. We exited the van, all dressed in black and baseball caps, more than well aware of where all the CCTV cameras were. Our van was painted white and had a logo for a plumbing company on the side. The sign was fake of course. It would come right off, and the white paint was peel away. The van was actually blue. Once we were under one of the overhangs, we would peel it down, get rid of the sign board and then drive off.

      Lucas grinned at us all. “Mates, why do you guys look like we’re doing a death march? We’re going to be fine. It’s just a jewel. Besides, we already know what the security layout is. It’s simple. No one has to get hurt. We can do this.

      I just prayed he was right.

      Roone and Bridge went first, briskly walking down to the alley, hats pulled low and then opening the grate at the back of the alleyway that led to the underground tunnels leading into Grimwald.

      One by one we followed.

      In our ears, we got the mic comm checks. We could hear everybody loud and clear. I was the last to follow. I hung outside of the van with a bit of cigarette, pretending to smoke it. That way, if anyone should look outside their messy little warehouse, they’d just see some bloke smoking against the plumbing van and wouldn’t take any notice.

      East signaled me, and I gave him a nod, closed the door, and took off, my feet making soft splashing sounds in the puddles as I marched forward, hands tucked in my jumper. When I reached the grate, I slid the cover back and entered. Once I was inside, I moved the cover back over me. We were in.

      Moving down the ladder in the dark, I switched on the light attached to my collar, allowing me to see my way. At the end of the ladder, there were tunnels to the left, straight ahead, and right. I hung right, just like the others had done before me.

      I desperately tried not to think about the rats or anything else that I heard crawling in the tunnels.

      Lucas gave Sebastian some shit. “Seb, isn’t it you that’s afraid of mice?”

      Sebastian’s voice was a deep growl. “I’m not afraid. I just prefer not to be around them, hear them squeaking. God, they’re the worst.”

      Lucas chuckled. “So basically, you’re afraid.”

      “It’s not fear. I can deal with one if I have to.”

      Lucas kept ribbing him though. “I’ll just ask Penny. I feel like I remember her having a really good mouse story.”

      Roone finally just told him to shut it.

      We made a left and one more right before we reached the actual tunnels of Grimwald. And I’d never been more thankful for some underground maps in my life. It certainly made getting in a lot easier. But the bigger question was getting out. We all had separate egresses just in case something went horribly wrong.

      Roone moved aside the grate, and then we all climbed up one by one.

      Once out of the grate, we all removed our hats, put on our masks, and shoved the hats under the bulletproof vests we’d been given. I’d never seen anything like them. They were so thin and so light. Sebastian had said they came from a security firm that he used often when he was in New York, Blake Security. They had all the cutting-edge equipment. It felt like nothing at all, but he’d guaranteed me it could save my life when it came to it.

      Once we had our masks on, we started moving again.

      Roone and Bridge headed to the outer entrance. There were no guards, and Roone applied the decryption device on the padlock. With a whirring of numbers, we were inside the fence in less than thirty seconds. Sebastian and I headed forward. We ran past the others to the back of the building and saw the entrance to the second-floor office that we were going to use.

      Lucas unwound the grappling hook he had and grinned. Sebastian just shook his head. “You’re enjoying this far too much.”

      He laughed. “Why can’t you just say that I’m good at what I do?”

      Sebastian was in no mood though. And I could understand why. He was worried about Penny, his brother, his own freedom. But still, he didn’t complain. He didn’t make a fuss. He was just there to get it done. Lucas tossed the grappling hook up and showed us how to attach our automatic slides. They were mechanical and did half the work for us, but we still had to do some climbing. Sebastian went next after Lucas, and I followed him. I had to do more manual work as I was heavier than both of them.

      Once on the second floor, I wiped my brow. Lucas detached his hook, added it to his backpack, and we were off. I was going to decrypt the office door, but we realized we didn’t even need to bother. The door was unlocked.

      Lucas just shook his head. “Where is all that state-of-the-art security they advertise?”

      I smirked. “But to be fair, who breaks in from the second floor?”

      He grinned. “As you would say, gits like me.”

      Once in the office, Lucas consulted the map and pointed us in the right direction. Down the hall to the right. The appraisal room. They had a vault in there, and that’s where we were headed.

      Sebastian nodded. “All right, let’s do it.”

      One after the other, we left the office, and I started to close the door and lock it behind us, but Lucas stopped me. “No, leave it exactly the way you found it. For all we know, they never lock it. If someone comes back and finds it locked, they’ll know before we’re ready that someone has been here.”

      “You really do think of everything.”

      In our comms, East gave us the countdown. “Cameras out in five, four, three, two, one. You’ve got three minutes.”

      We heard some shuffling and grunting on the other line and then Roone checked in. “Key security one is clear.”

      A few seconds later, we heard Bridge say, “Key security two is clear. We’ll keep on lookout in case there are others.”

      When we made it to the door of the vault, Lucas added his decryptor, and it opened in seconds. “The safe I’ll have to do manually.”

      Sebastian licked his lips. “You can do this?”

      “Yes, I can do this. But can I do this in a minute and thirty-nine seconds? I’m not sure. But we will see.”

      Lucas sat himself by the safe with what looked like a stethoscope, his fingers moving gently, a piece of paper and pencil at the ready to write things down as he listened. Sebastian kept staring at his watch.

      Lucas said, “The more you look at your watch, the more nervous I get. We don’t have time for this, Sebastian.”

      Sebastian looked like he wanted to argue, but I pulled him aside. “Look, let him do his job. He’s good enough at it.”

      And sure enough he was. Without a glance to his brother as Sebastian looked directly over his shoulder, Lucas had everything well in hand. There was a whirring sound, and Lucas opened the safe. His eyes went wide as he glanced around at what was on the shelves. “Jesus Christ, look at what they’ve got.”

      I growled at him. “Focus.”

      He went over to the jewelry, checked the records, and then pulled out the drawer with the Canary Jewel in it. Lucas whistled low. “Jesus fucking Christ, that thing is big enough to cover my wrist.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it’s so big it looks like costume jewelry.”

      Lucas handed me the bracelet, and I tucked it in the pouch under the vest I wore. He closed the drawer and then closed both the safe and the vault. Lucas cleaned up his tools and put them back in his backpack, zipping it up and hefting it on his back.

      Sebastian stared at us. “That’s it?”

      “Yeah, now we just have to get out.” We weren’t going the way we came in because security would be on a regularly scheduled patrol by then. So we were going to wait them out and then go around to the point where Roone and Bridge had gone inside. On the back stairs, I heard something and paused as the hairs at the back of my neck stood up.

      Lucas turned back, “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, something feels off though.”

      Lucas shook his head. “No, we’re good.”

      We hustled. East spoke into the comms. “We have one minute.”

      There was a dark spot in the main lobby area that no cameras covered. We needed to get there before all the cameras turned back on. It was easy enough to keep most of the security system down, but those cameras were on a second generator. “Cameras coming back on in five, four, three, two…” We all ran into our safety zone. The five of us were fine. We were perfectly okay. I glanced around, making sure Bridge and Roone were all right, and Sebastian just looked at his brother. “I don’t believe it, but you… Wow. You really do know how to do this.”

      He nodded. “I told you I was good.”

      There was another sound, and I turned to Bridge. “What did you do to security?”

      “Right now? They’re still fucked up. They should be out for an hour.”

      “Then what the hell is that sound?”

      In our comms, East spoke up. “Okay, security line going off in five, four, three, two—“

      A clapping sound interrupted him. We all turned to stare. Marcus Van Linsted was coming down the hall, and he did not look at all surprised to see us. “Aw, wish I could say I was surprised, but when the fake jewel was taken from April at the gala, I had the idea the Canary Jewel was probably what the fuckers were after in the first place. So, why don’t you go ahead and remove your masks so we can all speak as friends?”

      None of us did.

      He frowned. “Aw, then we’re going to do this the hard way.”

      Suddenly, there were clicking noises and out of the darkness came his men. One of them was Evan Zolov, the man who had taken Livy and terrified her then tried to run her off the road and kill her.

      I started to lean in that direction, but Sebastian put his hand on my biceps to stop me. Marcus cocked his head. “Oh, you don’t like Evan. Why is that, I wonder? If you gentlemen won’t comply with the simple request to take off your masks, I’m going to have my men take them off for you.”

      This was the worst-case scenario. East’s voice said in our ears, “What the fuck is going on?”

      Roone’s voice was barely an audible whisper. “We have company.”

      East muttered. “Shit, I’m coming.”

      Lucas was the one who gave him the firm command. “No, stick to the plan. You just keep those cameras down a little longer than necessary. Keep the office security off.”

      “I don’t know how long I can hold the alarms.”

      “Just stick to the plan.” Roone muttered.

      Guns pointing at us, we all held up our hands. How the fuck had this gone so terribly wrong?
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      We all backed up into each other in order to get everyone covered from all angles. Three gunmen plus Evan Zolov and Marcus Van Linsted. No Bram though, and I wondered why.

      But I wanted Evan Zolov even more. He and his men had put their hands on Livy, and I wanted to make him pay.

      As they approached us, Lucas tried to negotiate. “Gentlemen, there’s no need to get your knickers in a twist.” He was doing a British accent, and it wasn’t half bad. “But look, we are going to walk out of here, and you will let us.”

      One of the men jabbed at him. It was a tense standoff, all of us waiting to see who’d make the first move. Waiting to see who would break rank. Waiting to see what commands would be given. And then Lucas started to drag off his mask.

      Sebastian jabbed him hard with an elbow. “Have you lost your bloody mind?”

      Lucas muttered, “What? I can’t breathe.”

      I thought he was mad, completely insane. Then I realized they were distracting one of the gunmen who went to jab Lucas again, but Lucas grabbed the gun, turned it up, and then Sebastian sucker punched him.

      His jaw snapped to the left.

      And then it was on.

      The other men came forward. A pfft, pfft, sound went off, and I realized their guns had silencers. Son of a bitch. I launched into action, sidestepping one of the gunmen for Evan.

      Roone, without hesitating, had already attacked the other gunman. He roared. Was he okay?

      Focus on your target.

      Marcus Van Linsted frowned and backed away. “What the fuck? Kill them all.”

      I ducked a fist, came up with an uppercut, and my guy’s head snapped back with a crack. He was merely stunned and started bringing his head back up. But I knew how to fight. I drew my fist back and hit him in the Adam’s apple, and he went down clutching his throat, gasping, wheezing. I went for Evan.

      Roone was engaged with another gunman, and Sebastian and Lucas had the other one occupied. Sebastian had him in a headlock, and Lucas was delivering body blows. “You thought you could shoot me? That’s rude. I don’t like rude arseholes,” he said.

      The brothers had it under control. Roone was going to get the upper hand over his guy at any moment. My guy was already down and gasping. I grabbed one of the zip ties that had been in our kits and tied his hand and feet. Evan Zolov began to back away and Van Linsted was following him. Bridge shouted. “I’m going for Van Linsted.”

      Marcus Van Linsted paused. “Who are you?”

      Oh, he would know once Bridge got close enough. He had made Bridge’s life hell. During our training, he’d always made it a point to make Bridge bleed.

      Evan blocked my path, still holding a gun. I said, “Aw, I thought we’d handle this mano a mano. Or don’t you know how to fight?”

      I spread my arms, cocksure and grinning, like the asshole I was born to be.

      “I don’t need to fight you.”

      “Well, I need to fight you. You come with your guns, wearing arms, I didn’t know this was the pussy we were getting. Fair enough, I don’t hit women.” I put my hands up.

      He scowled and then tossed the gun aside. “It’s your funeral, either way. I don’t care.” He had a slight Eastern European accent, but it was mostly British. He’d spent years here. He had done some of our training when we were young. He was the fixer of fixers. The guy Elite members called when their son had a DUI and needed his blood tests stolen from the nick so he wouldn’t be processed. He was the guy they called when their idiot son had assaulted some girl and needed to make any evidence of that disappear. He was that guy. And he’d been on the Van Linsted payroll for years. Van Linsted had chosen not to do anything about him taking his wife. Why?

      Zolov smirked as he danced around me. He was quick on his feet, light. I remembered that. I had a longer reach than him, so he was going to stay out of range as much as possible. My only option was to wear him down. Make him work for it.

      He came in quick with a jab. I deflected with one arm, wrist to wrist, turning him slightly, making a fist of my left hand and punching him straight in the temple. He staggered, whirled around, and scowled.

      “You hit like a bitch.”

      “Well, you don’t hit at all. It’s a bit sad, really.” And then it was on. He roared and came after me. Punches, kicks. I blocked most of them but took a couple. Interestingly, though, the impact was lessened. He frowned when he punched. He had expected me to go down and I didn’t. We were matched evenly enough. He was maybe an inch shorter than I was. He was built stockier, but I was faster. Leaner. And in this case, just as mean. He’d hurt Livy, and he needed to die.

      I heard a popping sound to my right, and just as my eyes skittered to make sure that none of my guys were down, I caught a hit straight to my nose. Searing pain. Jesus fucking Christ. And then he was on me. I was on the retreat. I had to block the moves, covering my head as he was raining hell on me. When he came up for an uppercut, I rolled on the ball of one foot, adjusting my weight slightly, and he missed. That was my shot. I came in, both hands up under his arms and around his neck, yanked him down, and delivered knees. One. Two. Three.

      He finally got his hands up and blocked me on the knee, trying to hold it. Which was fine by me, because as he tried to use leverage to pick me up, I swung the other leg, more than prepared to fall on my ass if I had to. I grabbed him then and cracked our heads together.

      He cursed and staggered backward, releasing me. With both feet on the ground, I whipped out a good front kick and snapped his head back. I was on him. I jammed my thumbs in his eye sockets. He howled and exposed his neck, and I punched again. Another throat punch.

      As he coughed and sputtered, he tried to wave his arms about to protect himself. Then he reached into his jacket, and out came a knife. Curved. Deadly looking. That was one hell of a widow-maker kind of knife. I hadn’t done enough knife-fight training, so I eased out of the way as he coughed and staggered toward me.

      He swung wildly and caught a slice in my arm. I cursed under my breath and glimpsed to my right and saw that Sebastian and Lucas had their guy down.

      Lucas came to help, and I shook my head. “No, stick to the plan. Get out.”

      Bridge was fighting Van Linsted. Roone had his guy down, and he was zip tying him. Then he came for me. I shook my head. “You know what you have to do. Go.”

      With them gone, it was Bridge and I against Van Linsted and Evan Zolov. We were either going to both walk out alive or both die there.

      I felt another slice of heat across my arm, but it was the slice across my belly that was too close for comfort. I could feel the heat against my gut, but the heat wasn’t immediately chased by pain. No. It felt like fire, but it didn’t hurt. I didn’t dare glance down. I planted an open palm to his nose, and he cursed as we danced around each other, going blow for blow.

      I heard Bridge grunting. He had Van Linsted by the throat, but Van Linsted bucked his hips and rolled him over, which was not an easy feat. Bridge was a big motherfucker.

      I had to end this. I had to help him.

      In our ears, East shouted, “Someone tell me what the fuck is going on. The alarms were tripped. You might have another guard in there soon. You have to get out. We do not have time for this.”

      Zolov came at me again with the knife, but this time as he went to swipe, I blocked it with a high stance guard. And then with my thumb placed on his wrist and my middle finger on his thumb, I twisted. He howled, dropped the knife, and then I let go.

      I unleashed the control that I’d held onto for most of my life. The thing that told me the right thing to do. The thing that told me to be good instead of bad and not to bring violence down on the people that were just pure assholes. I let it go. I twisted until I heard a crack, and then I went for his face, releasing the anger and the fury of what he’d done to Livy, how he’d sent Todd after her, how he’d tried to kill her. He’d terrorized her. He’d made her unsafe. He’d tried to take her from me.

      I kept punching, occasionally throwing in kicks. Letting the rage take over, and God, I felt so fucking good. But then something was hooking on my arm.

      Bridge. What the fuck?

      “Stop, Ben.”

      I fought his hold.

      “You can fight me if you want but stop. He’s done. Tie him up.”

      My eyes came into focus. He wasn’t just another demon to fight. This was Bridge, my mate.

      Marcus Van Linsted was on his side, barely bloodied. I looked at Bridge and said, “I thought you were going to kill him.”

      “I would like to. But it’s going to be far more satisfying watching him tumble down from his high tower.”

      Evan was bloody and limp and trying to slip away by crawling. “Uh-uh-uh, where do you think you’re going? I am sure Interpol will be so interested in speaking to you.”

      I knelt behind him, setting my knee on his back as I wrenched both of his arms behind him. I then used the zip ties and tied them securely. Then I tied his feet as well before dragging him to the side and propping him up. “Just so you know, it was me that did this to you.” Then I pulled off my mask so he could see.

      The one eye he still had partially open widened, and he gritted his teeth. “You’re a dead man.”

      “You’re welcome to come for me. But if you go after the woman I love one more time, no one will stop me from finishing you.”

      And then Bridge tugged me out. We took the hallway to the left, not giving a fuck that we were on the cameras now. The police were already on their way. We still had three minutes to get to our egress site. In our comms, East’s voice was clipped. “I’ve got the king. Lucas is next. Roone is already at his exit site. Tell me you two idiots are going to make it.”

      I winced. “Yeah, we’re going to cut it close though. Cops are already on their way. Someone triggered an alarm.”

      “Yeah, Van Linsted did it on his fucking phone.”

      “How did he know we were going to be in there?”

      “I don’t know. I wish I fucking did,” East said. “He might have known, but he might have just been putting his own security on the jewel. It’s the kind of thing he would do. That jewel was his future. Get out of there. You’re both in one piece?”

      I winced as both my arms throbbed, but I said nothing. “Yeah, more or less.”

      Bridge seemed perfectly whole, but he was more taciturn than usual. Quiet.

      “Are you all right, mate?”

      His gaze shifted to me as we took a left in the hallway and then a right toward another entrance to the tunnels. His voice was low when he asked, “Were you going to kill him?”

      That was a good question. And I had no real answer other than, “I don’t know.”

      Bridge nodded. “It’s a good thing I was here then. We don’t want that punishing your conscience.”

      That was just the thing though. For Livy, I could have done it without even hesitating. “Yeah, thank God for that.”

      He moved aside the grate and shoved me through it as if I might change my mind and go back upstairs to finish the job. I went through the tunnel and he followed, moving the grate, pulling the chain through the bars and wrapping it back up as if it had been like that all along. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. That jewel is more trouble than it’s worth, and I can’t wait to give it back to Downs.”

      “Amen to that.”
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      “Are you sure he didn’t recognize you?” Roone asked.

      It could potentially be a problem, but I was done fucking about. “I’ve left that on my I don’t give a shit list. I’m done worrying about Marcus Van Linsted. As soon as this is done, I’m going to tie this all into a neat little bow and give it to Interpol. He’s going to jail for a very long time, and no one is going to believe him if he says that I robbed the Grimwald Authenticators vault.”

      Roone just shook his head. “It was a risk, but I’ll trust you.”

      I lifted a brow. “Now you trust me?”

      He applied antiseptic to my wounds and started to sew. It might not be staples but that shit still hurt. And I got the impression my cousin was making it hurt on purpose.

      Sebastian sat back against the seat in the van as East drove like his last name was Hamilton instead of Hale. “So this is it? We’re done?”

      I reached under my vest to my pocket and pulled out the bracelet.

      Sebastian whistled. “Jesus Christ, that thing is enormous.”

      “Yup, and absolutely worth the risk.”

      Once we got rid of the van, we we’re going straight to Downs.

      Bridge shook his head. “I can’t fucking believe we pulled this off.”

      Lucas grinned then. “What’s not to believe? I am the master.”

      Sebastian didn’t say much, he just watched his brother. “Yeah, you are very, very good at this. You miss it, don’t you?”

      From my position, I lifted my head so I could see him answer, even though I could hear him. My ears were still ringing from that hit.

      Lucas’s voice was hoarse. “Yeah, I do. I guess third time is the charm, but I’ve been after this thing for weeks.” He reached out and took it from me and held it between his fingers. “And like a woman, she was worth every trial and tribulation. Jesus, are you sure you’re not going to keep it?”

      “We’re not keeping it. You’re not keeping it.”

      Roone plucked it out of Lucas’s hands. “You know what? Let’s just go ahead and leave this van so that someone here doesn’t attempt to rob it.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “You steal a couple of things, and people start to think that you’ll always be a thief.”

      Sebastian watched his brother. “You would rather be a thief than a prince. Am I right?”

      Lucas shook his head. “No. You can’t compare the two. It’s like trying to compare pussy and oral. Both are outstanding. One is just more of a challenge and requires more of my brain. I like the challenge, but I don’t actually want the things. It’s not like I need them now. I just like pitting myself against the impossible. Or sometimes, like now, against someone who needs to be taught a lesson.”

      Sebastian nodded. “Well then, maybe we think of a way that allows you to use your skills. Obviously not for anything dangerous, but if you have a skillset that can be used for good, then maybe we should do that.”

      Lucas lifted a brow. “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah.”

      Lucas nodded. “Right, okay. Because Bryna suggested that I steal from the rich to give to the poor.”

      Sebastian dropped his head back against the side of the van. “You two are a match made in heaven. When are you going to make her an honest woman?”

      He laughed. “Sooner than you probably think.”

      Roone nudged my side. “Are you going to be okay?’

      “Yeah, I’ve been worse.”

      On my other side, Bridge nodded. “Right, when have you been worse?”

      I winced as Roone sewed. “Jesus Christ, mate. Okay, probably not ever. But in for penny, in for a pound. Christ, mate, that really hurts.”

      Roone grinned. “Quit bitching.”

      East pulled up under an overpass three miles from Grimwald, and everyone piled out like they were exiting a clown car. Even in my semi-patched-up condition, I knew what we needed to do to get away clean. East grabbed the side panels and the team started to peel.

      Patch by patch, the white paint turned to a brilliant blue. All said and done, the peel job took less than a minute. When we were done, Bridge took the ball of chemical plastics to a bin at the edge of the overpass and tossed it in along with a match. He was the last to climb back into the van.

      From the front, East asked. “Seriously though, are you okay?”

      I met his gaze in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, now that it’s almost over, I’m absolutely better.”

      “All right, we’ll drop these gits off, but let’s get you to Downs first. The sooner we’re rid of that jewel, the better for everyone.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Once we were on our way, Bridge helped me turn from dingy ne’er-do-well back into the billionaire twat that I played in the media. I was careful not to disturb the newly stitched injuries as I eased into spring cashmere. With a change of clothes and a bottle of water to wash my face off, I was almost a new man.

      Bridge handed me the jewel inside a second little pouch Lucas had provided. “Wish me luck.”

      Bridge nodded. “We’re really close to finishing them. Toby would be proud of you.”

      My eyes stung and I sniffed and nodded, finally letting go of the unending wild emotions. “Yeah. Thank you for being there. Keeping me level.”

      “Anytime.”

      From the front seat, East groused, “Are you two going to hug or what? Get moving.”

      I stepped out of the van, slamming the door shut, and off they went, an unlikely band of brothers. I found it interesting that they were warmer brothers to me than most of the men I’d been inducted with, the men who were supposed to be my actual brothers. Three blocks up, I crossed the street. The Majestic Hotel was one of the premier boutique hotels in London. We didn’t own it, unfortunately, but it was a beautiful property. Very old-world 1920s. Elegance unsurpassed.

      I knew exactly which room Downs was in, so I skipped the front desk. Less cameras that way. We had a video of me leaving Bridge’s house time-stamped forty minutes earlier, and now there would be footage of me walking into Downs’s hotel exactly according to plan. If Downs tried to screw us, he’d be implicated, but the video gave me an airtight alibi.

      I gave two sharp raps at the door, and he pulled it open. He frowned when he saw me. “What happened to you?”

      “Nothing. Can I come in?”

      He stepped aside and gestured me into the suite, leading me to the massive living area. I could see the double doors to the bedroom. “What are you doing here?”

      “Relax, no one followed me. No one knows you’re here still. But,” I pulled the pouch out of my pocket, “I have something that you want.”

      Downs’s brows rose. “You’re serious?”

      “Yes, that was your requirement, was it not?”

      “Yes. The jewel was my requirement, and you were able to take it?”

      “Yes, I was.”

      He lifted a brow. “Dare I ask how this happened?”

      “Like we discussed, it’s better that you don’t know the details. But you have what you want, and now I’ll expect to have what I want.”

      He pulled open the pouch, reached in, and pulled out the beautiful jewel. He whistled low. “I never thought I’d see it in my lifetime. Not this close at least.”

      I winced as my arm brushed against the chair I eased into. “So, Mr. Downs,” I glanced up at him, “do we have a deal?’

      He lifted the jewel that was the size of most of his palm. “We do have a deal, Mr. Covington. You will have the votes you need.”

      “Excellent. That’s exactly what I needed to hear.”
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      “You know you guys didn’t have to keep me company, right?”

      Bryna chewed her thumbnail as she shifted her feet under herself on Jessa’s couch. “Are you kidding? This kept me from losing my damn mind. So really, this is for me.”

      Telly sipped her Cosmo. “I know these are so played out, but God they’re so delicious.”

      Jessa asked, “Don’t you love my giant Cosmo glasses?”

      I’d only had a few sips of a regular-size glass because I was too nervous and keyed up to let alcohol go to my head. I’d had half of mine. Telly had finished her whole giant one, and her words were slurring slightly. “I’m so glad I got to know you guys.”

      Jessa grinned. “Me too.”

      Ariel chimed in. “Me three. You guys are a hoot, and Telly, you are pretty badass with the keyboards, so you’re Team Ariel for sure.”

      Penny rolled her eyes. “What about Team Penny?”

      I smiled at the queen. “Well, I’m Team Penny. Also, I’m ridiculously jealous. How is it you’ve recently had two babies?”

      She laughed. “They are a handful.” Then she checked the clock. “Uh, actually, that is my cue to go call my daughter. She should be up from her nap now.”

      I nodded. “Have the nanny send pictures. I want to see baby cheeks.”

      She laughed. “Understood.”

      Ariel grinned. “Kiss my goddaughter and Cash for me.”

      “Yes, I will give them all the virtual kisses.”

      When she excused herself, I looked at the clock and bit my lip. “Okay, it’s heading toward one o’clock. I need to get back to Covington House.”

      Jessa watched me closely. “Are you sure? You know you can stay the night.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going to sleep. And honestly, when I wake up, I want the first thing I see to be him.”

      Jessa smiled. “Ah, love.”

      I grinned. “I never thought I’d feel like this, but it is what it is. I won’t be able to relax, or sleep, or calm down, or anything else until I can hold him.”

      “I understand.”

      Ariel frowned at her phone. “Okay, if you’re headed back, I will hitch a ride with you to my hotel.”

      “Yeah, come on.”

      Penny was staying with Jessa. Ariel had opted for a hotel. I’d offered her a place at the house, but she hadn’t wanted to be in the way. Besides, Tristan was in and out with his team, so I think they wanted some alone time without the troops descending upon them.

      We found Penny in the study cooing at a very chubby-cheeked toddler on her computer screen. She was the perfect combination of her parents. Her skin was a warm mocha, and her curls were looser and silkier than Penny’s. Her face though was mostly Sebastian.

      Once we were in the car, Erik gave us a broad smile. “Where to first, miss?”

      I angled my head toward Telly, whose head lay on my shoulder and she gave me a wide grin. “Let’s head to Ariel’s hotel first.”

      Telly gave him a sloppy smile. “You know Erik, if I didn’t like this nap so much, you might be on my list of men to do.”

      His cheeks pinked slightly as he grinned. “That’s nice to know, Miss Telly. Let’s get you home.”

      The drive to the hotel was easy and mostly quiet. Ariel fidgeted. I could tell she was anxious to get back to the hotel and to her prince. “Is it hard having Tristan travel so much?”

      She nodded. “Um, sometimes when I can’t go with him it’s not great. I’m glad I was able to tag along to their last string of European games, so that was good. And my team has things handled at home, so it’s pretty great right now.”

      “What’s that like, just knowing that someone loves you?”

      “You already know. We all see at how he looks at you.”

      I smiled at that. “He says he loves me all the time.”

      “And you haven’t said it back?”

      “Oh, I have. But sometimes I worry that with his life, I’m not enough, you know?”

      “Oh yes, I know those feelings. I felt the same way with Tristan at first. For a long time, I thought he gave me up for the life of a prince. It took me a while to realize that he wouldn’t have done that and it was a big old misunderstanding.”

      “That’s one hell of a misunderstanding.”

      Ariel shrugged. “It’s a longer story. Basically, his brother is an asshole.”

      “Huh, I’ve met some of those before.”

      “I’m sure you have.” She shrugged. “But we found our way back to each other, and we make it work. And I’m just thrilled that he’s home for a long time. He was essentially living in exile.”

      “I remember reading something about that. That’s crazy.”

      “Yes. For that story, we need less alcohol in our systems.”

      I laughed at that. “I’m not sure if that—“

      Erik murmured something softly, and Ariel’s ears perked up. “What? What’s wrong?”

      I frowned at her then at Eric. How had she picked up on it so quickly?

      “Oh, nothing to worry about.” His gaze shifted to me in the rearview mirror. “Miss Olivia, there was a complication. Ben would like you home as soon as possible.”

      I sat forward, straining against my seatbelt. “What kind of complication?”

      “I don’t know. I just got the notice from East.”

      My gaze skittered to Ariel. “I’m sorry. Maybe Erik can drop me off at home first and then take you to the hotel.”

      “No, I’m not leaving you. If there’s some kind of complication, that could mean trouble.”

      She tried to take charge immediately. “Erik, let’s get back to the house, and then I’ll take her and Telly and we’ll lock up in the panic room.”

      “Yes, that’ll work.”

      I nudged Telly, who had started snoring softly with her mouth open. “Tell, change of plans. We’re going to the house first.”

      “Hmm, okay. You have nicer beds. And a sauna.”

      I rolled my eyes at that.

      She was obsessed with Ben’s sauna. I was convinced she’d make her own key before moving back home just to use the spa whenever she wanted.

      When we arrived at home, no cars were parked in the driveway. When we stopped at the security gate, Erik frowned.

      “Where’s Scott? Is something wrong?” I asked. Scott was supposed to be on gate watch.

      Erik nodded. “Miss, I’m going to have to ask that all three of you stay in the car while I check everything out.”

      Ariel was sitting forward too. She’d already unbuckled her seatbelt. I followed suit. I undid Telly’s for good measure.

      Erik went around the roundabout and parked the car at the front of the house instead of in the driveway like usual. I frowned at that. Ariel squeezed my hand. “He’s doing that just in case there’s trouble. He can run back and not have to back up in the driveway.”

      “Wow, you got all that by him parking here?”

      She nodded. “I’d have done the same thing.”

      “Right.”

      He stepped out. “I’ll be right back.” And then he was out, on his phone, presumably calling Scott to find out where he was.

      As he started going down the long driveway on the side of the house, it looked like he jerked and then jerked again, and then he sagged down to his knees.

      What the hell?

      Ariel reached down to the floor, grabbed her purse, and snapped it open. Inside, she pulled out what looked like a gun but not quite.

      “Is it a gun?”

      “Fright gun. It’s all I can carry with all of your firearm restrictions here.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “My guess is that he’s been shot. Stay in the car.”

      “I’m not staying here.”

      “Well you can’t leave Telly unattended while she is passed out.”

      I blinked at my best friend and my new friend. “You can’t go by yourself.”

      “If there’s anybody here who can go by herself, it’s me. Stay put.”

      Ariel opened the car door and stepped out. Before she could even push the door shut, she cursed and then she sagged as well. Someone was at the door. I tried to scoot over Telly and reach for her side of the door to shove her out. Maybe I could fireman’s carry her. As I got the door open, a shadow loomed and someone leaned onto the door. “Tsk-tsk, you’re not trying to run away, are you?”

      I didn’t bother to scream. I didn’t bother to cry. Instead I was pissed. Fury formed underneath my skin. “Fenton, what the fuck?”

      He pointed a gun at me. “We really are going to clean up your language and your behavior. God, you’re such a whore. But that’s okay. I can fix you. Now get out.”

      “I’m not leaving Telly in here.”

      He sighed, and I watched him close his eyes and inhale deeply. The moment his eyes were shut, I reached for the door and he waved the gun at me. “I wouldn’t if I were you. I’m trying to calm myself so I won’t shoot your pretty face. I’ve put a lot of energy into you, and you up and vanished from my life. That wasn’t kind.”

      “I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “I don’t want anything from you. I want you. You belong right here by my side. You took a lot longer to break up with Dexter than I wanted, but still, it happened. He kept telling me he couldn’t break up with you because your mother had died, and I didn’t want you to hurt. But then I realized that you were a whore, so now I don’t really care if you hurt.”

      I knew that this was the part where I should ask him all the questions, like why he was doing this and what he wanted from me. He had basically pronounced to me that he was just plain psycho. “Okay, I’ll come with you, just leave Telly alone. Did you shoot Ariel? Erik?”

      “Oh, relax.” He waved the gun some more and I noticed the attachment at the end of the gun. “The Swede, his name is Johansson, right? I assume he’s Swedish. Anyway, he is wearing a vest. He’ll be fine. I have tied him though. Oh, he did catch that one shot in his shoulder. No vest there, so it’s probably going to hurt.”

      Jesus Christ, Erik was going to bleed out.

      “I checked the house, and your boyfriend wasn’t here. But if you’re coming home late, that means he’s probably not far behind, so we’re going to go now.”

      I pinched Telly, praying she would wake up. Praying, praying, praying, but she didn’t. I didn’t want to just leave her there, but I didn’t have any choice because he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot her too. “Fenton, relax.” I put up my hands and scooted my ass across the seat. I frantically searched for any kind of weapon I could use, a pen… something. “I’m coming with you. You don’t have to do this.”

      “Out of the car.”

      I planted my feet on the brick of the circular drive, and I saw Ariel, facedown, and there was something sticking out of her neck. Oh God, that was one of her tranqs.

      Fenton tsked again, then he wrapped his fleshy hand on my wrist and yanked me. I almost tripped and fell to my knees, but he yanked me up. I hadn’t realized he was that strong.

      “Quit your whining. She’s fine. She tried to fire a tranq gun at me. She’s lucky I didn’t kill her. But I don’t need royalty with their money and access coming after us. It’s going to be bad enough when Covington realizes I have you back. He is truly nutters when it comes to you.”

      “Why don’t we just talk about this? I didn’t know that you had these feelings about me.”

      “Stop lying, you whore. You like to tease me all the time. You made this happen.”

      “Okay, I hear you. I’m sorry.”

      I tried to slow us down by deliberately tripping on my heels again, but he wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me in tight, pressing the gun into my side. “Let’s be clear. I will shoot you.”

      He practically frog-marched me down the circular drive toward the gate. “How did you make it past the gate? Where’s Scott?”

      “Well, I made him think that I had an appointment and that I’d left something here at the party the other night. He opened the gate to come and check my credentials, and then I put a bullet in his chest. Two, actually. These silencer things are fantastic. I’ve only seen them in the movies, but it’s really exciting to actually use one.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “No, sadly. He is tied up in the butler’s pantry, I believe. I really thought about slitting his throat, but I discovered I do not have the stomach for that. Better to hire out for that kind of thing.”

      “Okay, I hear you. I’ll go with you. Let’s go.”

      “My car is outside the gate, parked along the side of the street. Come on.”

      I knew if I got in his car, there was no telling what would happen to me or to my friends. I tried to remember the training that Roone had given me. How to get out of scenarios, what to do, what to say, and I swallowed hard.

      He had both arms around me as he went to the security panel to push open the gates, and then I made my move. I clamped my hand on his gun hand, knowing full well he had the advantage, but then I took a deep breath and did what Roone had taught me.

      I grabbed his gun hand in a sweeping motion, and then bent his wrist one way, and then the other. The crunching sound made my stomach roll, and he howled. But he was disarmed. I had the gun and I turned it, fired blindly. I wasn’t sure I’d hit anything, but he cursed and then took off running. With the gun in my hand, I bolted to the security panel. Shit. He was stumbling, but he was coming, and he was coming fast. I did not want to fight anymore.

      Run and save yourself. Get to the panic room.

      But I was done running. I needed to incapacitate him if I was going to save my friends. This wasn’t going to be like when Todd had me. I knew my friends were alive, but if I left and saved myself, they would die. He would strangle them if he had to with his bare hands.

      So I took the gun, threw it in the house, closed the door, and then turned to face him. He stumbled back in surprise. “What? You changed your mind?”

      “No, I’m just going to fight.”

      His grin turned evil then. “You think you can fight me? This is happening. You are coming with me.” His right arm reached my wrist, and my automatic response was to pull back. But then I remembered what Roone had showed me. I placed my left hand on his arm and then swung my arm slightly, bringing it around, then pressing down at the pressure point on his wrist. He howled and released me, his other hand hanging limply by his side. I remembered what Roone said about punches, make sure my fist was tight, and hit what I could, a soft tissue preferably and avoiding bone. So I hit him on the face, his nose, with an open palm. And then I punched him in the throat. He coughed and sputtered but still managed to duck from me. He was big. A lot bigger than I was.

      Six feet but he wasn’t solid like Ben. He was pudgy. I kneed him once, and he oofed but he didn’t go down. I went for another knee and he blocked me, catching my knee and making me less stable before he tossed me on my back. My spine felt like it was cracking, but I tucked my chin so that my head wouldn’t crack up. I wanted to howl. This was just like with Todd. He was going to jump on top of me, and then what would I do? I’d be dead. And my friends would be dead, and—

      Stop it. Fight.

      I rolled over, trying to jump back up, and then he climbed on top of me. Every fear receptor in my mind fired. This was the worst possible position I could be in. He put his hands around my neck and started to squeeze.

      “You filthy whore. I will fucking kill you. You think you can run from me? After everything I’ve done for you, how nice I’ve been to you, you are mine.”

      And then my brain triggered. I wasn’t his. I was Ben’s. And Ben was mine. And if I was going to see him again, I was going to have to fight harder than this. I remembered what Roone had taught me. With enough force, I could get anyone’s hands off my neck and get just a little bit of space to breathe. And then from there I knew what to do. I had to dislodge his weight, and I knew how to do that.

      Reaching both arms in front of me, trying desperately to catch a breath, I reached my hands out and plucked back hard, giving no fucks to the scrapes on my elbows. I positioned my hands and yanked back hard, pulling at the juncture of where his thumb held my throat, and I made a little space as he had to re-center his balance. Then I brought my knees to my elbows and bucked him off.

      Holy shit. I knew that had worked in practice training with Roone, but I didn’t know it would work in real life. I shoved to my feet, and he howled. But I was on him. I grabbed him by the ears, picked up his head, and swallowing a sickening dread, I smashed it to the ground. Getting into a better position, I made a fist of my hand and punched.

      He coughed and gurgled, and I ran back toward the car. Erik had left the keys inside it. If I could get Ariel in the car, I could at least get her and Telly the hell out of there. There was no point in crying. No point in letting my emotions wash over me. He’d tried to choke me, but I could cry about that later.

      I’d almost made it to the car. I was so close. Five feet. That’s it. Five more feet. But then he snatched me from behind, and when I fell on the grass, he was on top of me again. Choking me again. ”Why do you insist on running? I love you. I don’t want you to die. But now you have to.”

      My vision started to go gray. I was choking. I had no energy left. And then suddenly, his hands let go and his weight lifted off my body. Was this what dying felt like? My soul releasing from my body?

      I pushed up to a sitting position to find Fenton in front of me, flailing, legs kicking, and there were arms around his throat. Holy shit.

      I forced myself to all fours as my eyes adjusted, oxygen filling my lungs. “Ben, oh God, Ben. Ben, don’t kill him.” My beautiful Viking. His face was all snarling raider.

      His gaze met mine, but he didn’t let up. He just kept squeezing until Fenton stopped kicking. Then he shoved him off of him and jumped to his feet, running to me, pulling me in his arms. “Sweetheart, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      Was I hurt? Yeah, I was hurt, all right. I shook my head. “I have some scrapes.”

      Then he shook his head. “No, Livy, you’re bleeding.”

      I glanced down and there was blood on my shirt. “What? It must be his.”

      Ben’s fingers traced over it. “No, that’s… that’s you.” When his fingers pressed, I froze.

      “Ow.”

      “Liv…”

      My vision gray on the edges again, the black coming out to meet it. “What?” What was wrong? Where had I gone wrong? And then suddenly, everything was dark.
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      I was probably crushing her hand. I knew it, but I couldn’t stop myself. I held on tight to her, afraid to let go, because what if I hadn’t been there? What if I hadn’t gotten there in time? I ran through all the scenarios in my head fifty times at least. Every single one of them ended badly. Horribly. God, what if I’d been too late?

      But you weren’t. So no point in driving yourself crazy.

      It couldn’t be helped though, because even after everything we’d done that day, I’d still failed to protect her. Evan Zolov had been arrested and so had Marcus Van Linsted. True to form, Evan had said nothing, given up no information. He was old school. He would rather die than give up my name. He would just vow to kill me instead. Which was fine. He could vow to kill me all he wanted, as long as Livy was safe. Although a part of me wished to God that Bridge had let me kill him.

      I’d almost killed Fenton. But her huge dark eyes on mine, pleading with me to not become that monster, had stopped me.

      I could never take it if she looked at me with fear. But God, what if I had been too late?

      I blinked away tears and just held her hand, careful not to disturb any of the monitors hooked to her. The nurse had already warned me once when I tried to lean over her and hold her, give her my warmth. The hospital was always so fucking cold.

      “What’s with the water works? Did you find out there’s someone even better looking than you out there?”

      Her voice was like honey on bread to a starving man. I lifted my head and blinked away the tears. “That’s not possible. How dare you even suggest such a thing?”

      “You know, I agree.” She winced as she shifted. “It’s not possible.”

      “Stop moving.” I was afraid she was going to hurt herself.

      “So really, why the water works?”

      “Well, the woman I love got herself stabbed while she was fighting off a stalker, and I almost wasn’t there to protect her. The men I paid to protect her got shot and almost died. One of her new friends almost died, and the other one was just… well, too drunk to do anything.”

      Livy choked out a laugh and then groaned. “How is everyone?”

      “Telly is hung over, so she’s a delight. She’s been demanding to see you. Insists she’s your sister.”

      “She is. Let her in.”

      “Now that you’re awake, I will. And Ariel’s fine. Still groggy. Whatever the hell was in that tranq gun was powerful.”

      She winced. “Fuck, I feel like this is all my fault.”

      “No. Let’s get in the habit of blaming the people who need to be blamed. This was all Fenton. And now he’s going into a deep dark hole for the rest of his life.”

      “How did everything end up this way?”

      “He was obsessed with you.”

      “I know, but I still don’t understand. He was Dex’s boss, for the love of God.”

      “Yeah, the police questioned Dexter. It seems that Fenton threatened Dexter’s job if he didn’t give him access to you. A situation he claimed to have fought, though if you ask me, not hard enough.”

      “Let me guess, now Dex is making himself extra helpful?”

      “Yeah, your ex is happy to make himself available.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that’s Dex. When he knows he’s in the crosshairs, he’ll look to be your ally.”

      “I doubt that. It was Fenton who sent Dex to your birthday party. And I threatened to send him home in many boxes if he came near you again”

      “Bennett…”

      “What else was I supposed to do? Fenton wanted Dex to map the layout, how to get on the property, all information that he managed to find out.”

      “Jesus.”

      I kissed her knuckles. “But you don’t need to worry about that anymore.”

      “You know, at some point, are we ever going to have a nice, normal life?”

      “Yes. I promise I will make that happen.” Well I’d give it a go, but lately trouble seemed to find me.

      “I’ll believe that about the same moment I believe you and the boys never gossip.”

      I lifted my brow. “You know me too well.”

      She laughed, and it turned into a coughing fit.

      The sound was enough to rattle me. I jumped up and poured some water into a paper cup. “Stop laughing. You’ll pull a stitch or something.”

      “Stop making me laugh.” She glanced around. “Were you and the boys able to get what you needed?”

      “We were. We got everything taken care of and delivered to Downs. So this is almost over.”

      She nodded. “That’s good. Maybe you can finally get some peace, right?”

      There was a knock at the door, and she glanced up. I shook my head. I didn’t know who it was, but I called out. “Come in.”

      The woman that walked through the door, gave us both a wide grin. “Ah, so glad to see you’re not too much worse for wear, Miss Ashong.”

      Olivia sighed. “Agent Kincade. Wow, you really are extremely dedicated to your job.”

      “What can I say? I love to tie up loose ends. Why don’t you tell me, Mr. Covington, how it is that you and the beautiful Miss Ashong are always wrapped in so much mystery?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re just trying to live a peaceful life. It’s not our fault all these things keep happening around us.”

      She laughed. “Oh, sure. Of course, it’s not your fault. So, which one of you wants to give me the excuses this time?”

      Livy laughed. “No excuses. We’re just very, very fortunate that I was able to survive what happened at the house.”

      “Right. And Mr. Covington, where were you when all of this happened at the house?”

      “I was at a poker game at Mr. Edgerton’s. It was only when I came home that I found Liv, and she was fighting for her life like a trooper.”

      Agent Kincade fixated her gaze on Liv. “I have to say, Miss Ashong, you put up one hell of a fight.”

      “Thanks. I’ve taken a couple of self-defense classes. Nothing crazy, of course, but it’s starting to come in handy.”

      “Of course, it is. Oh, Mr. Covington, did you hear there was a break-in at Grimwald Authenticators?”

      I frowned at that. “Um, no. Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      Nyla lifted a delicately arched brow, her dark eyes saying she trusted me not at all.

      “Well, it’s just worth noting because, thanks to Miss Ashong, we discovered that the bracelet April Van Linsted wore at the Gem Gala turned out to be a fake, but the real one was stolen from Grimwald.”

      I forced my face into an appropriate frown. “Okay. Again, what does that mean to me?”

      “Oh, nothing, I suppose. But I figured you might be curious about that ring of jewel thieves I was after.”

      She was trying to sweat us out, but it wasn’t happening on my watch. “Oh sure. Although I don’t really concern myself with jewel thieves.”

      “Well, I think these might interest you. You’re familiar with Mr. Van Linsted, are you not?”

      “I have a hate-hate relationship with his son. We’re acquainted through business, but we’re not very close. That said, I did feel terrible about what happened to his wife.”

      “Oh right, you did say. Well anyway, I thought you’d find it of interest.”

      “Um, thanks for sharing, I guess.”

      “Oh, you know what else is fascinating?”

      I sighed. “Let me guess, you’re going to share that with us too?”

      She grinned at us. “That other situation Miss Ashong was caught up in, the woman who died in her house, there is evidence showing that the man we caught at Grimwald had been in her house. His fingerprints were all over her skin. He was the one who killed her.”

      I knew what the appropriate reaction should be, so I had to force my face to comply. “How?”

      Livy moaned next to me as she tried to sit up. “That makes no sense.”

      Agent Kincade laughed then. “Oh, you two are a pair. Well, since we’re doing it this way, some of the evidence that we were given anonymously points to the fact that the same gentleman was involved in sex trafficking along with none other than Marcus Van Linsted.”

      So it looked like Interpol had gotten the data East had sent over. “That’s horrible. Who would do such a thing?”

      Her grin was quick. “Well, it seems to be a bunch of rich arseholes.”

      I grinned at her. “Well, in that case, it’s a good thing I’m not a rich asshole.”

      Her gaze narrowed at me. “Yeah, good thing. Somehow the cases that the two of you are both involved in are all wrapped up now. Interesting, isn’t it?”

      Livy coughed. “Agent Kincade, while this is all fascinating, I’m sure that it can probably wait. I’m exhausted. Do you mind if I get some rest?”

      “No, of course not. I just thought that you’d be interested to know that we caught the man who kidnapped you, and he was the worst kind of evil. You are lucky to have escaped him, and we are lucky to have found the man that he associated with, whom your boyfriend seems to know.”

      Livy frowned then. “Are you trying to suggest, Agent Kincade, that Ben knows the trafficker who kidnapped me?”

      “No, actually. I’m not suggesting that at all. But do I think that Mr. Covington here is somehow involved? Yes, I do. But I have nothing tying him to the theft at Grimwald and nothing tying him to our friendly neighborhood Albanian. So my interest in you is done for now. I wish we could have met under different circumstances. You seem like a lovely person.”

      “Yeah, if you weren’t constantly harassing me and my family, I would probably think you were lovely too.”

      Nyla Kincade laughed. It was a deep, rich, throaty laugh. Like it was something she should do more often but restrained herself.

      Livy smiled at her. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m really exhausted.”

      “Of course, you are. You’ve been through a lot. And I’m glad to hear you will be back on your feet in no time.”

      “Thank you for your concern and making sure that true evil got put away.”

      She nodded slowly. “Yes, well, that is my job. Have a good day you two. If ever you need me, contact me at Interpol, because somehow, I think I have been working for you and not the other way around.” And with that she left.

      Livy breathed a sigh of relief. “Jesus Christ, did we really pull that off?”

      “It’s almost over, kitten. Almost there, and then we’ll be free. And I think when we’re free, it probably calls for one hell of a vacation.”

      “Well, we’ll have to clear it with my boss first. He’s kind of a ball buster.”

      “Oh, I think I have a cure for your boss. I mean you have a direct line to him. Just flash him your tits and he’ll give you anything you want.”

      She patted her chest and pretended that she was trying to open her gown. “Oh sorry, the gown opens at the back. I guess he’s shit out of luck.”

      “The back view is excellent too. He’ll accept that one.”

      Olivia snorted. “I told you not to make me laugh.”

      I kissed her knuckles again. “I’m sorry. I love you, baby.”

      Her smile was soft. “I love you too. Thank you for saving me.”

      “No, thank you. You just get better and this will all be over soon.”
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      “You know, you don’t have to help me.”

      Telly rolled her eyes as she kicked her feet up on my bedside table. “Hey, I have an eye for detail, so let’s get these chapters edited and then you can send them off to Forest.

      I rolled my eyes. “And you have nothing to feel guilty for.”

      “Except getting utterly trashed and not being able to help my best friend fight off a psycho. It’s just the kind of thing I’d been practicing for my whole life, kicking a psycho’s ass. But when the time came, I wasn’t able to help. I feel like a failure as a best friend.”

      “You are not a failure.”

      “So the information on the bank accounts that you found prove Marcus Van Linsted had another little special group within the Elite?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. His special group each paid upwards of a million each per year to be part of the sex group. He hired a fixer years ago who procured young women and made them disappear. Prior to Marcus Van Linsted becoming the Director Prime, the women who were invited to the initiation nights were a little bit older, more sophisticated. Escorts, nonetheless, but they definitely knew the score. They looked young, but none of them were minors. After he started his little trafficking ring with the Albanians, they got younger. And then that transitioned into these very special parties. And he used his apparent influence to get back at his detractors. Anyone who spoke up against him, anyone who went after him, their daughters became a target.”

      “Jesus Christ, how did these people even exist?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s real. The kind of stuff that you see in movies like Taken.”

      “I knew rich people got bored, but this is next level.” Telly chewed her pen. “How’s Ben taking it?”

      “He’s mostly just ready for it all to be over. I think in his mind, if he burns it all down, he gets his life back and can pretend none of it ever happened. He’s been done with them for so long because of Toby, but with all this added on top of it, I think he just wants to start life over again, before the Elite.”

      “Do you think he is going to get that chance?”

      “I don’t know. I hope so. It’ll be nice to have our lives not be taken over by what’s happening with the Elite or people trying to kill us. You know, basic shit.”

      “Is he okay though? Are you? You’ve been through a lot, Liv.”

      I thought about that. Yes, I still had stitches in my side, but physically I was mostly fine. But I knew that wasn’t really what she was asking. “You know, for the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m my own person. Grief isn’t taking over every decision. Even this book, at some point in the last month or so, it became less about Mom and more about me and wanting to do the right thing for this woman I didn’t even know. Is that weird?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. You started to make an identity for yourself. And dare I say, I think a lot of that has been because of a certain Viking god?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, he helps, but I don’t know. For the first time in a long time, I’m not afraid of making myself or the things I want a priority, I guess.”

      “That makes sense. I watched you try to tell yourself to be smaller and want less for years. I’m glad to see that’s not the case anymore.”

      “Thanks, Tell.”

      “You deserve everything.”

      “So do you. So, what’s on the Carmen docket?”

      “Well, her last day in her Bristol flat is today. Her new job starts in two weeks, so we’re going to take a vacation before she starts work.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      “And when I say vacation, I mean full-on elope.”

      My mouth hung open. “Tell, you can’t elope. You swore you’d make me wear an ugly bridesmaid’s dress.”

      “I know. But I just think after everything we’ve been through, maybe us just being us is a good call. Just the two of us on a beach somewhere, sipping something tropical.”

      While I was disappointed, I knew Telly. She had been planning a wedding since she was a little girl. If she wanted to change that plan, it was coming from somewhere deep and pure. “Fine, I am very happy for you. But will you at least let me throw you a party when you get back?”

      She grinned. “Deal. Although, I’m not sure why you won’t celebrate when you’re sitting next to me on a beach.”

      My eyes went wide. “What?”

      “Do you really think I would get married without you there? Besides, technically, you’re not my witness. Ben will be. You’re the one who’s going to be marrying us.”

      I laughed. “I love how you don’t ask me if I’ll marry you. You just tell me to.”

      “I’ve learned that’s best. Ask for forgiveness and never permission.” Her voice went soft and her eyes misted when she asked, “Miss Ashong, bestie of all besties, forever raising that bestie game, would you marry Carmen and I at a private beach in the Winston Isles?”

      “The Winston Isles? Is that where you’re headed?”

      She nodded. “I figure you’ve given me extended family, and I get to tour a palace.” She shrugged. “Ariel invited me. She said she might have some work we can do together.”

      “I should have known.”

      “Well, tell me, are you going to do it or not?”

      “Of course, I’ll do it.”

      “Excellent. I will tell Carmen to knock that off her to-do list.”

      “Let me guess, you already talked to Ben?”

      She laughed. “Of course. He told us we’ll take his private jet. Honestly, it’s like you don’t know me at all.”

      I shook my head. “Oh my god, you’re lucky I love you to pieces.”

      “I really am, aren’t I?”

      “Yup.”

      “So you’re done with the book. What are you going to do with your time now?”

      “Well, as it turns out, Forest wants more than just a book from me. He wants many. So I think I’ll write more. Never mind that I have a fulltime job.”

      She snorted. “You mean, you still plan to work? Aren’t you about to be married to a billionaire?”

      I flushed. Ben certainly hadn’t asked me to marry him. “What?”

      “Oh my god, if that man is not planning to put a ring on it, I better let him know somebody else out there will.”

      “I am not going to put pressure on him to marry me. Besides, things are good.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh, if you say so. He needs to put a ring on it. You are a hot commodity. I mean, honestly, a stalker and everything.”

      I groaned. “Do you realize a stalker does not make me a hot commodity?”

      “Well, you’re a hot commodity to someone.”

      I snorted. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Yes, yes I am. But you love me, and I love you. I am so damn proud of you for seeing this whole thing through. Finishing this book, chasing away some of the demons.”

      “Thanks. You know, I’m pretty happy too. It’s like in some way, I can let my Mom go a little bit.”

      “Now remember, you’re not letting her go as much as you’re kissing her goodbye.”

      “I like that. It’s really beautiful, Tell.”

      “Never let it be said that I don’t say some poignant shit.”

      “Noted.”

      “But seriously, Liv, I’m proud of you. It took a long road to get here.”

      “Thanks. You too. If you had told me a year ago that you would beat me to the altar I would have laughed. But stranger things have happened.”

      “Hey, I’m here for you. Strange or not.”

      “So, when are we heading to the Winston Isles?”

      “A couple of weeks. I don’t want to give Carmen a chance to change her mind.”

      “Nah, she’s crazy about you. No way she’s changing her mind. And knowing you, no way you’re changing yours either.”

      She chewed her bottom lip then. “Thanks for talking some sense into me. You know, since I’d lost my mind.”

      “Nah, you wanted someone to talk sense into you. You knew you were being Telly. All I did was remind you that you didn’t really want to be Telly. You wanted to love. I’ll always be here to do that.”

      “So, are you ready to send this thing to the editor and become a famous author?”

      I laughed. “Hardly famous, but I am ready to, you know, jump into a whole new life. I’m excited to see what happens.”

      “Yeah, me too. And it’s going to be outstanding.”
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      For the first time in years, my robe didn’t weigh down my shoulders, the mask didn’t suffocate me, and my ring didn’t feel like it was burning a hole in my thumb. In just a few moments, the steps would be set into motion, our freedom would be secured, and then it would finally be over.

      Ten years was a long span to live on borrowed time. As soon as this was over, I was planning to take Liv and get the hell out of town for a couple of months, starting with a week in the Winston Isles for Telly’s wedding. Then I’d take her to each of our properties and spoil her rotten. She could work still if she wanted to, and I could just breathe.

      When the meeting started, the Director Prime’s second in line, Arthur Moore, called things to order. For years, his sole job and purpose had been to take over in case the Director Prime was unavailable. But in the ten years since I’d been in, and as far as I knew, in the twenty years that Marcus Van Linsted had served, he’d never missed a meeting.

      Arthur stood solemnly and banged the gavel, his lips pressed firmly into a frown. “As all of you are aware, our Director Prime has had some difficulty befall him.” I bit my tongue. What I wanted to do was shout and scream and yell about the downfall of the most powerful man in Britain. He shouldn’t be able to weasel out of this.

      Thanks to Liv and the evidence she’d found, he was cooling his jets in jail. Not a single favor he could call in would help him. He was a pariah now. The Director Prime, the most powerful man in the world, the man who controlled commerce and politics, had no real friends. They had all abandoned him once his secrets came out. Those who were wise were trying to distance themselves. Those less so were too busy scrambling to save their own asses.

      Arthur continued. “So it falls upon me to continue our storied tradition. Though the Elite has seen controversy lately, we must remember that we are the extraordinary. The organization continues. We always live on. The Elite continues to rule, regardless of what befalls any single brother. We’re in a unique spot as we have an opening for a new Director Prime. I would like to call for an early vote so we are not leaderless.”

      Someone stepped forward. “I call to keep our schedule intact. Now is not the time to eschew traditions. Now is the time to hold fast.”

      Was that Davies?

      I recognized the firm set of his mouth. He’d frowned at me enough at our last meeting that I could probably pick his frown out of a lineup.

      Arthur looked like he wanted to argue. “We can call a quick vote.”

      But Davies wasn’t letting up. “No, beyond established tradition, we are only leaderless for one month. We have a second, and you can manage things for the next month until we have elected a new Prime.”

      Arthur shifted on his feet. I could tell the last thing on earth he wanted was to direct the organization. Van Linsted had held tight reins. He’d picked a second who didn’t want it, who had no thirst for power. Someone who wouldn’t be in a hurry to oust him. Someone who didn’t question him. Arthur Moore wanted nothing to do with power and ruling. Even for a month, he did not want that responsibility. “I’d like to put a vote forward to the membership now.”

      But Davies wasn’t going to be deterred. “No, we only have one candidate. What if we’d like to put forth others?”

      Arthur cleared his throat. “There’s been plenty of time for anyone to put forth others. No one has done so. I say that we call for a vote.”

      Davies smiled then. “To all my brothers, I ask you, does anyone have someone that they would like to nominate for Director Prime?”

      Three brothers down from him, Bram shifted on his feet. His face turned toward me. I’d know that petulant scowl anywhere, even behind his mask. Yeah, that’s right motherfucker. We’re coming for you.

      Arthur was caught. He couldn’t deny someone else if they wanted to put forth a name for the vote. “Does anyone have a name to put forth?”

      Davies smiled then. “Funny you should ask. I just happen to have a candidate in mind.”

      Bridge shifted on his feet next to me. This was it. But when Davies opened his mouth, what he said was not what I expected. “I put forth for Director Prime Bennett James Covington.”

      I waited for Drew’s name to be said, and waited, and waited some more. What I expected, I did not hear.

      Bridge nudged me. “What the hell? Why didn’t he say Drew’s name?”

      There were murmurs, shuffling of feet. What the hell?

      Arthur seemed confused. “Covington?” His voice was full of questions.

      Van Linsted scowled at me.

      I blinked in surprise. I couldn’t help but look left to my mate. He looked unperturbed though.

      What the hell? We’d had a deal. Arthur swallowed hard before saying, “The nomination has to be seconded.”

      And then a voice that I knew all too well sounded. “I second it.” My own fucking father. What the hell had just happened? We’d had a plan, a perfectly viable plan. When did everyone come up with this, and why didn’t they involve me?

      What the fuck?

      I’d been screwed over by one of the very men who had said he was helping me. Downs, however, lived up to his bargain. “I’ll put forth another name. Drew Wilcox.”

      That was the name I had expected. Davies was supposed to have done the job. There was more murmuring and pats on the back of Drew’s father. When it came time to second it, Bridge stepped forward and said, “I second.” But his gaze was on me as he said it. At least my friends could be counted on, but not my own father.

      The rest of the meeting went on as expected, but I didn’t pay much attention. When it was finally over, I couldn’t wait to get the mask off, to yank off my cloak, to breathe.

      I changed faster than I’d ever changed in my life. And I was one of the first ones at the elevators that took us back into the main floor of the Van Linsted estate. I went straight for Davies, and he angled me out toward the koi pond. The bridges had been lowered so there was a path to the island lanai. “Why did you fuck me over?”

      “Well, if I fuck you, I promise you’ll know. This is for your own good. I told you I would make sure the Van Linsteds were out, and I have.”

      “You told me you would support Drew.”

      He shook his head. “I remember saying no such thing. I said that I would oust Van Linstead. To do that, we needed a viable candidate. I offered one up. One who the members will support, not one that’s wishful thinking.”

      “Why would you do this?”

      “Quit your bitching. You will have the support. Just accept that.”

      “I don’t want this.”

      “I know you don’t. Just like I don’t want Estella to tie herself to me.”

      “So this is payback?”

      “No, I just have the added benefit of feeling that way. This is actually a favor to you. Because you might have been right. I had no right to choose her life for her, a fact that she already knew.”

      “This is bullshit.”

      “I’m sure it feels that way, but your friend Wilcox is too weak. You are the better choice.”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because I agree with you. The Van Linsteds have had the power for too long, and they have abused their power. For far too long they have enjoyed too many privileges and benefits. I take no pleasure in anyone’s pain, but they cannot continue to rule unchecked. You are a candidate of checks and balances. I know you will be fair and won’t abuse the powers that you have.”

      “You know nothing about me.”

      “Are you sure about that? Are you sure you aren’t exactly where you’re supposed to be?”

      “I’m not supposed to be anywhere.”

      “If you say so.”

      “But why this? You never indicated you had a problem with the Van Linsteds.”

      “It’s not my job to indicate. Listen, son, you walked in with a problem and a question. I asked you to do something innocuous in return for the favor you needed. But you were playing checkers, and I was playing chess.”

      “I’m not fucking manipulative.” This had been a game to him all along. “But why? Why do this now?”

      He took a sip of his scotch. “Ten years ago, right after your initiation, my daughter took a trip to Prague with some friends. She didn’t tell her mother or me anything about it. She wanted to backpack, stay in the hostels, that sort of thing. You can imagine.”

      The way he said the word ‘hostel’ was as if there were poison in it. “What does that have to do with me?”

      “You’re very impatient, aren’t you?”

      “I’m wondering why you ruined my life, that’s all.”

      “I’m getting to it. My daughter, sweet as she may be, didn’t realize that my name could afford her things or could hurt her. She just wanted to do something all on her own, but she learned there’s a price to not having her safety and protection.”

      I frowned, understanding where his story was headed, and my stomach churned.

      “She was taken from a club with her friends, drugged, taken to a party house, and then I received the call. I could be Van Linsted’s puppet, or they were going to hurt my daughter.”

      I shook my head. “No, God no.”

      “Yes. I know what power we wield here at the Elite, and I called his bluff, not believing that he would do something so depraved. My daughter was innocent. She had nothing to do with our secrets.”

      I wanted to vomit.

      “You and Miss Ashong have already uncovered the kinds of things that happened. And I… My daughter has never been the same. She was returned, but she forever remains just a little bit out of reach. The light in her eyes is gone because I would not say yes to Marcus Van Linsted. He used my daughter against me, and I have to live with the regret that I could not protect her. I chose what I saw as virtue over her safety. And I pay that cost every damn day.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ. What the hell is wrong with these people?”

      “It’s a thing that is wrong with a lot of our brothers. But I think with you at the helm, you’re either going to fix it, or you’re going to burn it all to the ground. I could give a good fuck which it is. I knew I had to get rid of him, but I had to bide my time. Miss Varma proved quite the asset. She had an ax to grind about her brother, and I knew how much you loathed Van Linsted, so I sprinkled a few clues here and there. Now, Miss Ashong, she was a happy accident that worked to my advantage with no interference from me. I’m sorry to have to use you to avenge my daughter. I would do anything I could to protect her now. To do what I didn’t do for her then.”

      I ran a hand over my stubble. “Jesus Christ, why didn’t you take your evidence to Interpol?”

      “I had to bide my time and make sure that in future generations the Van Linsteds did not automatically get the throne, because then, Marcus would still rule through them. So, I exploited you. And for that, I wish I could say I was sorry, but I’m not.”

      “Well, at least you’re honest.”

      “Is that what honesty looks like? These standards that I chose to live by, they come with a price. One that cost me my daughter. If I had a choice again back then, knowing what I know now, I would have chosen differently.”

      “Are there others still here who are involved in those wretched parties?”

      He nodded. “I don’t know all their names. I’m hoping that Marcus will give them up to save his own skin, because that’s the kind of man that he is. But I don’t know. I can only hope.”

      “Was it worth it? All of the lies, the manipulation? The bodies?”

      “To see that man brought down? Yes.”

      “You knew this was going to be a train wreck.”

      He flattened his lips into a line. “I didn’t know about your woman. I didn’t know he’d go after her.”

      “She could have died.”

      “Yes, she could have, and I’m sorry. Hearing my daughter tell her tale… No one should ever be exposed to that kind of fear.” He drained his scotch and then turned and strolled away from me.

      Because of that man, everything had been set into motion. But I’d gotten my wish. A chance to fight Bram. And that’s all I wanted. A chance to fight. A way to end this.

      It was almost done. Perhaps not the way I’d envisioned it, but it was almost over.
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      “You want me to come in with you?”

      I shook my head. “No, I can do this myself. I’m a big girl.”

      “I will wait here like the dutiful boyfriend.”

      I laughed. “When was the last time you were the dutiful anything?”

      “I can pretend.”

      I’d already sent Forest the digital files, but he wanted to meet to discuss them, and Ben had printed the book for me, galley style, so I could write all over it and make notes.

      You have been on one hell of a journey.

      Two weeks ago, the unexpected had happened and Ben’s name had been put forth for Director Prime. He still wasn’t okay with that. He was still pouting and trying to figure out how to get out of it.

      He was still campaigning hard for Drew. But when Drew came to dinner and they were talking strategy, Drew didn’t seem nearly as interested in being Director Prime as Ben was interested in making him Director Prime.

      I dare say, Ben was probably the best one suited to tear it all down or improve it, but that was the last thing he wanted to do. So of course, when he sulked around the house and complained about how it was all so terrible, I’d listen. Console. Encourage. Just like he’d done for me.

      I stepped into Forest’s office, and he gave me a wide smile. “The woman of the hour.”

      “I hardly think that.”

      “Oh, but that’s the truth. This book and the things it exposed, rich men exploiting women, a scheme of revenge against the daughters of their enemies, it’s stuff for a movie, honestly.”

      “I feel like there have already been quite a few secret society movies.”

      “But nothing like this.”

      “I don’t want to exploit the victims. I just wanted to put the words on paper.”

      “And boy, did you. You’re amazing. You should really be proud of the work you’ve done.”

      I swallowed hard. “Well, I’m trying. Honestly, it wasn’t the easiest thing I’ve ever done.” And all I could think was that he didn’t even know the half of it. I’d kept the Elite out of it because I still didn’t know what Ben was going to do. But I had talked about the state of privilege and power and what that did to men who may be heading our nations.

      “I want your photo on this and your face out there promoting it everywhere.”

      My photo. Lord help me. “I appreciate that. And I don’t want to hide, but I don’t really think I’m a book tour kind of girl.”

      “We’ll figure it out. But you wrote this book, so be proud of it. Shout it from the rooftops.”

      I wasn’t sure what shouting from the rooftops was going to do to Ben if he decided he was going to be Director Prime. But I knew that he would support me, whatever my decision was.

      “Can you give me some time to think about it?”

      “Of course, no pressure.”

      “I like a simple life. But also, I did this for my Mom. I wanted to make her proud and finish her legacy, but I didn’t do it on my own. I had help. And I’m grateful for it. At the same time, somewhere along the line, I realized that I enjoyed it, the writing, the work. It’s not over for me.”

      He grinned. “I am so glad to hear that, because I have other ideas. You could have your pick of projects, you know.”

      “Why don’t we wait until this book comes out first before we talk about me picking other projects? I’m going to need a breather. This took a toll on me.”

      “Of course, it did. Your research was impeccable and smart. We’ll get the ball rolling. Obviously, we’re going to change the names to protect the innocent victims. And we’ll need an addendum from you when Marcus Van Linsted goes to trial.”

      He kept saying words like ‘tour’ and ‘important work’ and all sorts of complimentary things. And I couldn’t believe it was over. Or almost, anyway. I had survived, and I couldn’t be prouder of myself for that. I wasn’t alone anymore. I had more family than I could count now. And most importantly, I had Ben. Without him, the book probably would have never been finished, or at least it would have taken me a lot longer.

      “Thank you for everything Forest. I don’t think I could have done this without your encouragement.”

      “Oh, you and I both know that I didn’t do anything except push you to hurry up and finish the pages. Something tells me that man waiting outside is the one that you did this for.”

      I shook my head. “Nope, I did this for me. I started doing it for my Mom, but in the end, this is what I needed.”

      “I am thrilled to hear that. All right, get ready, there’s a lot of work to be done.”

      “You know I have a full-time job, right?”

      He laughed. “If you say so, but I’ll make you a full-time author yet. You think Covington will kill me if I steal you from him?”

      I laughed. “I think he’ll kill you if you even try.”

      “Noted. How about I stick to stealing you for the book then?”

      “That’s probably in your best interest.”

      When I walked out, Ben was typing something on his phone, but he looked up and smiled at me, full of happiness. It was the way he always looked at me, as if I hung the sun and the moon.

      He leaned forward and gave me a soft kiss on the lips. “Are you ready? Where to next?”

      I nodded slowly. “I think it’s time to go visit my mother.”

      I needed to say goodbye, and I was long overdue for a chat with her. With Ben’s hand wrapped around mine, I could finally lay her to rest now.
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      I was so over this shit. My nerves were getting the best of me, and I still couldn’t wrap my mind around how I had ended up in this position.

      As I stood next to one of my best friends on the podium and stared across it at the man I despised, I wished to God I was anywhere other than there. We all had our masks on. It felt as though mine was choking me, cutting off all possible air, making it impossible to breathe.

      Arthur Moore banged the gavel. “Brothers, we are here to vote on the future of the organization. We are here to select our new Director Prime. We hold ourselves in the highest esteem as those who would guide the world in both certain and uncertain times. Today we choose our leader. Before you stands Bram Van Linsted. His family has occupied the Director Prime seat for the last thirty years. It is a great legacy to uphold. Next to him, we have Bennett James Covington, son of our former prime minister and a titan of industry. And finally, Andrew Wilcox, son of Lord James Wilcox. The Wilcox family has acted as treasurer and taken care of our coffers for the last fifteen years. Today I ask you to vote, not from your heart, but for the man who will hold your secrets true. I ask you to vote for the brother whose decisions you will uphold. I ask you today to vote for the Director Prime who will guide you.”

      I shifted on my feet. God, all this pomp and circumstance, I wanted none of it. I was also not amused that all he could find to say about me was that I was the son of the former prime minister.

      Livy was certain that even if I was named Director Prime it wouldn’t be the end of the world. I could shift opinions, initiate changes, and make the Van Linsteds pay. She was certain that I could change the organization for the better, but I wasn’t certain that I wanted to. Why couldn’t I just be free?

      Arthur continued. “I ask that when you vote, you make the right decision. Please step forward and cast your votes.”

      Next to me, Drew shifted on his feet and I turned my head slightly toward him. I knew he couldn’t see my face or my expression, but I could almost see his shitty grin, and it made me smile. I wanted him to be chosen. He was the best man for it. He liked all of this shit. He’d actually enjoy making these kinds of decisions, to rule for the best of the brotherhood.

      I lacked patience, reserve, resolve, desire. I lacked every single thing I was going to need to deal with them.

      But you also have exactly what they need. A firm sense of right and wrong. Something that has been sorely missing all of these years.

      It took a full ten minutes for the membership of over three hundred to step forward and vote. For nominations and votes, the whole membership was expected to attend. For everything else, they could attend by proxy. Internet conferencing made things a lot easier. When every last brother had cast his vote, Arthur stepped back up to the podium.

      “My brothers, the ballots have been counted. We have a new Director Prime. We thank you brothers for your attention, commitment, and for your tireless duty. We thank you brothers for your secrecy and your silence. With a total of two hundred and ninety-two votes, your new Director Prime is Bennett James Covington.”

      I.

      Could.

      Not.

      Breathe.

      This was not happening.

      To my right, Drew clapped a hand on my back. He was saying something. Words. Something important. What the fuck?

      Two hundred and fucking ninety-two votes? But still Drew clapped me on the back. “I knew they wanted you.”

      What?

      On my left, Bram had dropped to his knees. Was it terrible that I wanted to kick him? It was probably best that I didn’t though.

      The brothers weren’t supposed to remove their masks until we were out of the chamber, but I needed to fucking breathe.

      What the hell had happened?

      You know what happened. My father got to Downs, got to Davies, and he made this happen. My father had gotten his wish, and there was no undoing this. No Director Prime had ever been released during his tenure. Marcus wouldn’t count as we’d been around the corner from a vote. There were rumors that one had tried to step down, and he’d ended up dead.

      That was fifty years ago. Stop being dramatic.

      I couldn’t fucking breathe.

      Next to me, Drew clapped me on the back again. “It’s easy. All you have to do is open your mouth and suck in air. Stop trying to breathe through your nose. You’ll get sick.”

      How had he known? Fuck.

      The vote was called to a close, and the brothers filed out. Drew, Bram, and I were forced to stay put. When everyone else had gone, Drew turned to walk away. He tugged at my robe to get me to follow, and I did, shuffling behind him. My legs felt like lead, the weight bearing down on my soul.

      What I had wanted to happen was for me to walk out of there a free man, knowing that the Elite was in the good hands of someone who gave two fucks and could improve it. I’d fade into the background as the person who never attended meetings except for the all-important votes.

      But that wasn’t in the cards for me. Now these three hundred men would follow me, and I had to make the determination of what was right and what was best.

      I made it to the changing room, put on my suit, and removed my mask, but I put on an altogether different one.

      Even though Bram had been the last to enter the changing room, he changed faster than I had. He ripped his robe off, threw his mask, slammed his cupboard, and threw a real temper tantrum. Classy.

      My mates, even though they had changed, waited for me. Drew, East, Bridge, surrounding me, waiting for me, supporting me. None of them said a word. Not even Drew. After all, what was there to say?

      Tomorrow, my life would change. But tonight, tonight I would drink. And I would drink heavily.

      We stepped into the elevator together, the four of us mates from the beginning, having meant to honor Toby, but somehow gaining more power in the process. When the elevator reached the top level, I let out a low curse. “This was not how I expected this to go.”

      Bridge just chuckled low. “Yeah, tell us about it.”

      “So much for Toby’s legacy.” I muttered.

      East shook his head. “On the contrary, mate, now you will make them pay. We can pick off every single nonce in here. One by one. They can scurry like rats, but they won’t hide for long.”

      The doors opened, and we stepped into the chaos of the brotherhood, all lined up and ready to shake my hand. I saw my father lingering, waiting for me, but I avoided him. It was Rowan Downs who eventually found me on the balcony under the stars, with the bougainvillea and primroses sending off their scents. He clapped me on the back. “Congratulations, Director Prime.”

      “You fucked me.”

      “Well, you’re very handsome, but you’re not my type.”

      “You helped make this happen.”

      His shrug was relaxed. “Perhaps.”

      “Did my father put you up to this?”

      He pursed his lips. “Actually, while he was very vocal about what he wanted, I don’t take what your father says to heart. Do you want to know why we did this?”

      “Yeah, you ruined my life for no fucking reason.”

      “No, I didn’t ruin your life. I made it better. Or rather, I made the organization better. You might not believe in the Elite, but I do.”

      “Brilliant. A true believer, fantastic.”

      “Actually, no. Not really. I believe that power can corrupt the best of us. But with the right man and the right friends behind you, I think it’s time for change. The Van Linsteds have ruled for so long they don’t even know how to see beyond it. All they care about is power. The people they surrounded themselves with also only cared about power and amassing more personal wealth. I know the Elite has become about building your legacy, but it was also intended at first to do good. The people who have been in charge lost sight of that a long time ago. I think you are in a unique position. You haven’t lost sight of that. And the woman that you’ve been traipsing around all over town, I don’t think she will let you lose sight of it.”

      I heard footsteps behind us and turned to find Taron Davies. “Ah, so you found him. Everyone inside is asking where the new Director Prime is. They obviously want to talk to him and push their agenda. I reminded them that he does not start working until tomorrow.”

      “You lot know I have a real job, right?”

      Davies nodded at Downs and smiled. “Let me guess, you gave him the speech about how he’s going to be a better Director Prime because he doesn’t actually want it.”

      Downs shrugged. “I was getting to it.”

      “Right, then I’ll just jump in. You don’t want this. You don’t want the power, the status, none of it, which means you’re the best person for this job.”

      “So you got together and just what, pushed forward your agenda?”

      “Not really my agenda. The people I pushed for the vote, I gave them three options, you, Wilcox, or Van Linsted. You can guess why they chose you.”

      I glowered at him and Downs. “What about Drew?”

      “Drew would have been the obvious choice over Van Linsted, but we gave them the option of you. You and your London Lords have this air of untouchability about you. People respect that or hate it. Either way, they recognize it could be good for them. You’re a little bit ruthless, and of course, people respect that, but most importantly, you’re honest. And you don’t want power, which makes you the right person to be in power.”

      There was a loud commotion coming from inside, and I frowned as I peered around them.

      What the fuck was going on?

      I heard yelling, and my phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Bridge: Get back in here.

      I ran back inside, and the two gentlemen followed me from the balcony into the foyer. Then I halted. Nyla Kincade. And she had a slew of people with her, all sporting Interpol badges. “My goodness, Mr. Covington. Again? Can you tell me what the hell you’re doing in here with these gentlemen?”

      “Having a party. Why? What’s the problem?”

      “Well, the problem is I have a warrant for the arrest of one Bram Van Linsted. Oh, and while we’re at it, April Van Linsted as well.”

      I frowned. Was this it? Had Bram been involved with his father?

      Everyone turned to look at me. I’d forgotten I was now in charge of this band of losers. “What are the charges?”

      “Extortion, kidnapping, bribery. Oh, and fraud. So much fraud.”

      My brow lifted. “Fraud?”

      She nodded. “Well, you see it turns out that the gem they had insured for a hundred and twenty-five million dollars, was a fake. A very good fake. But still not real. So we have a lot of questions for them. For Bram and mommy dearest. And of course you already know Marcus Van Linsted has been charged with money laundering, extortion, human trafficking. It’s all ugly business.” She pulled out a list of names. “Also, we need Adam Hilton, Blake Boynton, and Jace McClaren.”

      They were all present. “You have warrants for them as well?”

      “I do. Don’t you want to know what their charges are?”

      “Nope. It’s not my problem until tomorrow. I’m going to head out.”

      “Not just yet, Mr. Covington. I would like to speak to you.”

      “I’m sorry, you can call my office in the morning and make an appointment like everybody else.”

      “You are going to be a thorn in my side, aren’t you?”

      I flashed her a grin as I slid my hands in my pockets. “Yeah, I probably am.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’m going to interrupt your party now.”

      “Be my guest. I was just leaving.”

      On the way out, I found my boys.

      Bridge shoved his hands in his pockets. “Well, that was faster than I thought. April too?”

      “Well, it’s a fake jewel. And they can’t produce the other one. So there’s that.”

      East grimaced. “Should I feel guilty that April Van Linsted is going to jail for fraud because we switched out the bracelet?”

      “Nope. Besides, that piece of fraud is just the first in a long line that they’ll find on April Van Linsted when they really start digging.”

      My friends nodded, and then we all turned back to stare up at the Van Linsted estate. Davies joined us outside on the patio. “It’s a beautiful house, isn’t it? I’m curious to see what you’ll do with it, Ben.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, you’re Director Prime.” East frowned. “This is the residence of the Director Prime, don’t you know that?”

      I blinked at him. I hadn’t fucking known that. “What?”

      “Yeah. Everything you see in front of you is yours.”

      “I have a house.”

      “Yes, but now you also have this.”

      “This is the Van Linsted house.”

      “Mate, it’s just been the Van Linsted Estate because a Van Linsted has been the Director Prime for thirty years. Before then, it was the Cowell House. Before that, it was Rossi property. So now, it’s Covington Estate.”

      “I don’t want the fucking house. Maybe we can just have meetings here, and I can figure out some other way to utilize this property in the future.”

      Bridge shrugged. “Looks like that’s up to you for the next ten years.”

      I swallowed hard, and East clapped me on the shoulder. “Well, now you’re officially the richest git in the world. What do you want to do with it?”

      I laughed. “I have no idea, but on the top of my list is go see the love of my life.”

      Bridge nodded. “Solid.”

      As I turned to leave, I caught Drew’s gaze as he walked behind us. “Mate.”

      His smiled at me. “Yeah?”

      “All right?”

      His smile was genuine, his eyes crinkling at the edges. “Honestly, I’m a bit fucking relieved.”

      My brow furrowed. “What?”

      “I mean, it was one thing to have you tell the lads that I was the name you were going to put forth. It’s a whole other thing to actually imagine ruling over this merry band of arseholes and misfits. I’m glad it’s not me.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that.”

      “I’m just being honest. I think you’re going to do great. And obviously, you have the three of us. We are a team, aren’t we?”

      “That, we are.”
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      The sun had started to set just off the horizon, and I smelled the rain on the breeze as I laid the flowers at my mom’s grave. “I got them, Mama.” Tears streamed down on my face, and I wiped them away. I hadn’t been able to say goodbye until that moment, until knowing that the work that she’d put in meant something.

      Fifty feet away, Telly waved to me from under a tree. I was used to doing things like this by myself. But when I told her where I was going, what I was going to do, she’d voluntarily come with me. All along, I had felt like I was alone. But the truth was, I wasn’t alone at all. I had just chosen to be alone because I was afraid of being rejected. Afraid that no one would love me enough to give me what I needed.

      I touched her headstone, placing my fingers over the words that said, ‘Beloved mother. Badass friend.’ It was a very American thing, but one of her favorites. I’d asked her where she wanted her marker placed, London or Ghana. She always replied to me that she wanted to be cremated but to have a headstone placed wherever I could visit her when I needed to. So I had her marker placed in London so I could see her and talk to her. It had just been a long time since my last visit. I hadn’t known what to say.

      “Boy did you send me on one hell of an adventure.”

      The tears blossomed again, but I barely noticed. “I did it, Mom. I found the bastards. With a little help, I made them pay. Thank you for leading me on this journey because I would not have found Ben if you hadn’t.”

      “To catch you up, Dex and I broke up. It was a long time coming, and long overdue. I just wish I had done it sooner. And I realized that when you told me to hold on to the things that make me happy, you were talking about the things that actually brought me joy. Not things that were habits. And Dex was a habit I needed to break. I miss you so much. And you would love my boyfriend now. Honestly, he’s a bit of a rogue. A giant pain in the ass. He is mule-headed and stubborn. Mom, I’ve never met anyone more stubborn in my entire life. He thinks he knows everything. Matter of fact, he would stand there and argue with you that he is right, knowing full well he is wrong. He challenges me, and he makes me laugh, but he also makes me want to hit things sometimes. I think you would have loved him very much. I really wish he’d been able to sit down and enjoy your cooking, laugh with you, argue politics with you. His father was the former prime minister. So you know that would have been a source for some lively conversations. There are so many things that I want to tell you. Adventures, misadventures, and there are still so many places I wish I could go with you. I wish we’d had more time, but I am grateful for every moment I got to spend with you. You taught me so much about love and life and myself. You taught me to be strong, to fight for what I believe is important, and I cannot wait to carry on that legacy. I love you, Mama, and I hope that wherever you are, you are giving them hell, laughing your ass off, and somehow finding kisses. The next time I come over, I’ll bring Ben by to visit so you can meet him.”

      I straightened and then pushed to my feet. God, I missed her so much. But it was okay. When I strolled over to Telly, she grinned at me. “And how is Auntie Georgina?”

      “You know, giving the angels hell.”

      “I always loved your mom.”

      I smiled. “Well, I’m pretty sure she loved you too.”

      Arm in arm, Telly led me back to the car where Erik waited dutifully. I smiled at him. “Isn’t your job over now?”

      He shrugged. “With most of the danger gone, I feel like ten years is coming to a close, but I know you’ll miss me too much, so I’m sticking around for another few days to let you ease into the idea that I’ll be gone.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Erik, you made a funny.”

      “Don’t get used to it. It happens once in a blue moon, honestly.”

      As the car traversed the streets of London, the sun peeked from behind the clouds, giving them final kisses as it settled at the horizon.

      We dropped Telly off first and waited until she was in her flat and waved at me. Then Erik took me home to Belgravia.

      It is home, isn’t it?

      I guess my home had suddenly become anywhere Ben was. I could get behind that because his home was anywhere I was. It was a two-way street, something I’d never really had before. But now that I did have it, I wasn’t going to let that feeling go. Ever. I thanked Erik as he opened the door for me, and I stepped out. The sky was a pretty purple now. I tapped the security panel to unlock the door and then stepped inside the house.

      I smelled onions cooking. And, were those tomatoes? Ginger. Garlic. After hanging my coat up, I sniffed my way through the butler’s pantry and into the kitchen. “Something smells amazing.”

      Ben turned around, his short sleeves rolled up and his hair tied back with a clip. “Hello, beautiful.”

      “Hi. This is unexpected.”

      Placing the wooden spoon at the edge of the pan, he strolled over, leaned down, and gave me a kiss that was a soft slide of slippery lips. “You are stunning.”

      “Are you sure? I’ve been crying, so I hardly think I’m stunning.”

      “You said goodbye?”

      “Properly, yeah. Thank you for giving me space and letting me do that.”

      “You realize I’m only giving you space because Telly insisted that she was going?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I know. How was the vote? Are you okay?”

      He licked his lips, picked up his glass of wine, and handed me one of my own. From the looks of it Moscat. He knew I liked it sweet. I took a sip and smiled, laughing as the bubbles tickled my nose. “Okay, you’re not saying anything. What happened?”

      He lowered the temperature on the stove, added the tomatoes, and then covered the pot, double-checking the temperature again. Then he leaned against the counter. “You are looking at the new Director Prime of the Elite.”

      My jaw unhinged. “What? Stop it. That did not happen.”

      “Oh, I promise you,” he took a sip, “it happened.”

      “But how? What about Drew?”

      “Between Taron Davies, Rowan Downs, and my father campaigning, and given the options presented to them, the membership chose me.”

      I winced. “Dare I ask what the vote count was?”

      “Two hundred and ninety-two.”

      My jaw fell to the floor then. “Jesus fucking Christ, that’s the whole damn membership, basically.”

      “Yeah, it is. I think the few hold outs had a reason to want the Van Linsteds to stay in power. We don’t know who the holdouts were, but I’m sure they’ll show themselves eventually.”

      I studied him. There was something else. “What else is wrong?”

      “Nothing. Nothing is wrong. Actually, everything is… I don’t know, kind of perfect, in a way, despite me being the leader of an organization that I wanted to burn to the ground."

      "Well, you could still burn it to the ground. Just don't be in it."

      He laughed. "I don't know. You’ve helped me see that I could do a lot of good. And Davies and Downs were pretty adamant that they had done this for the good of the organization. That as the head, I could take down the people that had done damage, hurt Toby. And we have two more names on that list. Van Linsted wasn't the only one."

      "I hear you. This is a big deal. How do you feel?"

      "A little bit numb, if I'm being honest. But the moment I walked through these doors, into this house that I used to hate, I felt warm, and alive, and loved. I noticed the plants that you'd put everywhere."

      "Okay, hear me out. I know I have a black thumb. But I think with a little bit of help from the housekeeper, I can get on a schedule for watering, and understand what plant needs what light."

      He laughed. "That’s what I mean. You are the bright spot in the darkness. You are the reason I get up most days, just to see you smile, just to hear some hair-brained idea, just to hear you laugh or for you to excitedly tell me some new story idea."

      I grinned up at him. "Well, I aim to please."

      He leaned forward and gave me another kiss. 

      "It's funny, I came home, and I knew you were with your mother, so I didn't want to bother you."

      "Ben, it's not bothering me. You needed me."

      "I do. But I knew you would be home soon, and I wanted to, I don't know... do something for you."

      "You mean besides protecting me, and taking care of me, and providing me security and this, you know, mansion to live in. I mean, as mansions go, it's okay. But I was really hoping for a palace."

      I laughed and he grinned. "About the palace thing, it seems that the Van Linsted Estate does not actually belong to the Van Linsteds."

      "It doesn't?”

      "No. It belongs to the brotherhood. It's the Director Prime's residence, usually."

      "Jesus fucking Christ."

      "I know. It's a beautiful property, but I don't want to live there."

      I blinked at him. "We can find some use for it though, right?"

      "Yeah, we can. I mean, do you want to live there? I'm sure with your touch, we could make it a home."

      I laughed. "I already have rooms in this house that I don't think I've seen yet. I'm certainly not going to move into a palace."

      "Okay, good, because I like the home we’ve built here. I like it so much I wanted to do something for you, so I started cooking. And you know what? It's weird, but I find it relaxing. Following your cues, your mother's recipes. By the way, I will say that a pinch is not an accurate measurement."

      I laughed. "I know. But you watch someone who cooks a lot and then make your own adjustments as you see fit."

      "That's impossible, you know that."

      "Yes, I do."

      He put his glass down and took mine and set it down next to his. Then he took both my hands. "You know I love you, right?"

      "Yes, I know. You tell me every day, and I feel it every day."

      "Good. Then this won't be a surprise." He started lowering to one knee, and my heart started to gallop, pounding against my rib cage, begging for freedom, wanting to run straight into bed. 

      "What are you doing?"

      He grinned. "Olivia Ashong, since meeting you that fateful night in the closet, I have been unable to get you out of my mind. You were a distraction at first. And then you were an intrigue. And then you were a fast-talking little sprite, determined to make my life hell. And then, I found that I could not live without you. Just the idea of not having you next to me, not having you giving me shit, not having your laughter fill my house, makes me ill. I fell in love with you. And yes, it's going to be difficult with the changes that are going to happen, but the idea of being without you is impossible. I can't fathom it. I want to be with you for the rest of my life. So will you do me the honor of becoming my wife and allowing me to become your husband?"

      My eyes stung with hot tears. The words he said left me breathless. "Ben, are you sure?"

      He nodded. His ice-blue eyes had already darkened to electric blue. "Yes." And then he cursed. "Oh, shit, I forgot." He grabbed my glass and reached into his pocket, turned his back to me, and then turned back around, handing me my glass. "You're supposed to be sipping this and find it in your glass, but I got caught up cooking and I forgot."

      I laughed. "If I had been sipping my w—" And then what I saw in the wine glass, the giant sparkling diamond, took my breath away. "Oh my God, Ben."

      "What? You don't like it? We can change it. I thought you'd like a simple solitaire."

      What he considered simple was not simple at all. Rose and white gold braiding surrounded the stunning diamond solitaire, making a loop around it, and the shank was embedded with teeny-tiny diamonds. "Ben, it's beautiful."

      He took position on his knee again. "So, Miss Ashong, would you allow me to become Bennett James Ashong Covington?"

      I laughed. "Are you serious? You would take my name?"

      "Yeah, I figured we could hyphenate it."

      "Bennett, is that done?"

      "Well, I could give zero fucks. Besides, you're mine. And I am yours. And I want our children to have your mother's name."

      Well, that did it. Opened the dam for the waterworks. I loved him so much. "I love you."

      "Good. Now, give me the glass so I can put the ring on your finger."

      "Did I say yes?"

      "Yup, I'm taking that as a yes."

      I giggled and nodded my head. "It is a yes, you presumptuous asshole."

      He kissed my knuckles as he slid the ring on my finger. "God, it looks amazing on your hand."

      It was stunning. But there was no way I could wear it every day. "Ben, it is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen in my life. But it's enormous. Come on. It's ridiculous. I can't wear that around."

      "Oh yes you can, and you know it."

      "Maybe I'll just wear that one on special occasions?"

      He shook his head. "That's the one I got you, that's the one I want you to wear."

      "Oh my god, I'm going to have to start exercising my wrist to hold this puppy up."

      "I’ve got a couple of exercises you can try."

      I snorted a laugh and wrapped my arms around his neck as he picked me up easily. I wrapped my legs around him and went in for a kiss.

      "Woman, you are distracting me. I've got food on the stove."

      "Oh, we can make this quick."

      He carried us over to the stove and turned it off. "You know full well I can't make it quick. Let's not burn the house down around us, okay?"

      "Deal. I love you so much, Mr. Covington."

      "And I love you, Miss Ashong."
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      I hadn't exactly been avoiding my father since the vote. I just hadn’t sincerely been seeking him out either. He, of course, would think that he'd performed some kind of major coup or something, and he probably thought I was thrilled. I definitely wasn’t happy about the development, but I would certainly make it work for me. It had to work for me. Because ever since seeing that video, I was more determined than ever to make them all pay and burn it all down.

      The Van Linsteds might have gotten what was coming to them, but they weren't the only ones involved. There had been two other people on watch that night. And they were still out there. So I would make them surface and correct that mistake. 

      I knew our little chat was inevitable, so I didn't try and put him off any longer. If he was willing to have it, then we were going to get it over with.

      He strode into my office with a beaming smile. "Bennett, son. You left too early the other day. Granted, that was close to fucked with Interpol showing up, but I didn't get a chance to congratulate you."

      "What, you mean you didn't get a chance to congratulate yourself on your plan? You think I didn't know you were behind this? Downs and I had a deal. I had one with Davies too, but you just couldn't let it be. So, what is it you want?"

      He threw up his hands. "I don't know what is going to make you happy, son. You should be ecstatic. You are the most powerful man in the world as of today. That's a heady thing to realize. And I know just what you need to help direct you on your path. You're going to need good advisers."

      I leveled a gaze at him. “I have good advisers.”

      He waved me off. “What, your mates? They don’t understand how industry runs or anything about world governance. You have a slew of advisers at your beck and call. Make good use of them."

      "And I just might do that. But again, what's in this for you?"

      "Obviously, I'm your father. What is good for you is good for me. God, a Covington, finally Director Prime. I was giving some thought myself to running for the seat, but you performed the most perfect coup d’état I have ever seen."

      I pressed my hands to my desk as I leaned over it. "So you think this was a deliberate coup? For what purpose?"

      "Look son, I get it. You wanted Wilcox. He's your mate. You had your own set of plans, but I could see your plans were going to fail. Davies agreed. So did Downs. So we had a conversation to change things up on you. The only reason we didn't tell you was because we knew you wouldn't agree to it."

      I stood there watching him, letting him finish the little speech in his head. "So, once again, instead of asking what I wanted, you decided what you thought was best for me and made it happen. You made me the most powerful man in England, hell, in the world. So now what?” He shrugged. "Don't tell me it doesn't intrigue you."

      "I never wanted to be king."

      "But you are a king now. Look, you have to strike while the iron is hot and decide some sort of action somewhere. I personally think you need to take pity on the Van Linsteds. It shows that you're strong enough in your position and that you're not threatened. Push for a lighter sentence. They’ll be out in a few years and owe you a great debt because you showed them mercy. Especially Bram. The optics are already bad on that. I understand you loathe each other. But if you—"

      I put up a hand, cutting him off. "I'm sorry, did you say I should let Marcus Van Linsted go?"

      "Oh no, not go. Obviously, Interpol is involved now. You'll learn that when the authorities get involved, you have little control over the situation. But before it can get to them, you can get a lot done."

      "I'm sorry, Dad, do you hear yourself?"

      "Look, I get it. You don't want to get your hands dirty. It's beneath you. I understand... the way he looked down on you... But you are the head of the Elite now. You don't get to walk around thinking you don't have to get your hands dirty. We all get our hands dirty. All of us. It's just the way that it is. So, you have to have an agenda set. A direction where you're driving everyone’s horse. You have to do that swiftly, otherwise, they'll think you're ineffectual and they will test you. And then you'll have to have a firmer hand."

      I listened as he spoke, and I stared at him. "Dad, you're under a false impression that I give two shits. First, I have a concern this organization will burn itself into the ground."

      "Bennett, clearly, you don't mean that. You love this organization."

      "No, I don’t, and I never have. But as far as I understand it, there's no one who can kick me out. So, you made the wrong person king. I will not be your puppet. I don't need your advice. If the organization is salvageable, then that's what I'll do. But not before I’ve fully vetted every single member. For what Marcus has been up to all these years, he deserves to rot. I'm not going to be lenient on him. They're all going to burn, Dad. And let's just hope, when all is said and done, you won’t be caught in the crosshairs. It's time to clean the house."

      "Son, you can't be serious. They gave you a career. The political opportunities..."

      "Haven't you been paying attention? I don't want any of that. This happened. Sure, fine. I'll use the position of Director Prime to get what I need done. But then I'm walking away from this organization like I told you. There's nothing you, or Davies, or Downs can do about it."

      "You're making a mistake, Bennett."

      "Dad, you're the one who made a mistake. You cast your lot with these people. So far, I haven't found evidence that you were involved in Van Linsted's schemes, but if I do, you will be made to pay the consequences as well. Now, if you don't mind, I have to go. Rest assured, you are not one of my advisers. If I do see this thing through, I'll be on my own. Weren't you always saying I needed to learn how to do things for myself anyway? This is a fantastic opportunity for me to test that. Don’t let the door hit you on your way out."
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      “To the new Director fucking Prime.”

      “How does the man who hates the Elite become their supreme overlord?”

      “You’re going to have to ask him.”

      We all raised our glasses and then drank the scotch back, letting the smooth burn slide down our throats.

      Bridge laughed. “Man, you did it. The Van Linsteds are finished. Not only that, Marcus and Bram will do time. We’ve done it. We have made it happen.”

      I sipped my scotch. “Well, let’s not get too comfortable. There are still two others who did nothing to help Toby. I have no intention of letting them walk away.”

      East lifted his glass. “Mate…”

      “What?” I frowned at him.

      “Let’s celebrate the wins, yeah?”

      I grinned. “Yeah, you’re right. There’s plenty of time to think about future plans. Besides, right now I need to say a special thanks to Team Winston Isles.”

      "Don't go thanking these guys. It was all me," Lucas said with a cheeky grin and his arms spread wide. Bryna smacked him on the ass. "Careful, sweetheart, you know I like that freaky shit."

      Everyone groaned, and Bryna flushed. But Lucas reached down and gave her a kiss while smoothing his thumb over her cheek, and she smiled up at him. I couldn't help but glance over at Liv, who winked at me.

      God, she was going to be my wife. My fucking wife.

      In the backroom of The Eye Bar, we toasted and congratulated each other. These people were my family. 

      East laughed. “So, what are your first orders, Director Prime? Are you going to take the house?”

      I frowned. “I don’t want the house.”

      “It’s a palace, mate. We could use it for anything.”

      “Well, we’ll still have the meetings there. But I think Liv and I are going to stay at Covington House.”

      All three of my mates glanced at each other. Then Drew laughed. “First, you’re voluntarily calling it Covington House out loud. Second, you said ‘Liv and I’, so I guess you’re keeping her then.”

      I grinned. I was more than keeping her. “Yeah, so to speak. She did agree to be my wife.”

      I could have shattered the silence in our private room with a pin.

      East coughed on a mouthful of scotch. “Mate, did you just say she’s going to be your wife?”

      Bridge just stared blankly at me.

      Drew threw his head back and laughed.

      “Yeah, I asked her last night. She said yes.”

      Suddenly, there was a loud roar of laughter and claps. Bridge, uncharacteristically overcome with emotion, jumped up from his seat and gave me a giant bear hug. “Mate, welcome. Welcome to the brotherhood of blissful soon-to-be-married gentlemen.”

      I laughed and hugged him back. “Wow, a full-on hug from Bridge Edgerton. Are they making snowballs in hell?”

      “For important causes, I can show emotion. But I have tapped the well now, so it’s going to be a while until I can express feelings again. East don’t you hurry up and get married too.”

      East laughed, then pulled me from Bridge’s embrace to give me one of his own. “Mate, that is fan-fucking-tastic. I mean, I’m bummed I didn’t get her first, but if there had to be a second choice, I’m glad it was you.”

      I laughed as I hugged him back. When he was close, he whispered, “I’m just giving you shit. You deserve the best.”

      He backed away, and were his eyes fucking misty?

      Drew danced from foot to foot. “My turn, my turn.”

      I shook my head. “Oh my God, how about we just shake on it?”

      He shook his head and practically tackled me in a hug. “Oh God, I’m so happy. You’re fucking Director Prime, you have the woman of your dreams, the Van Linsteds, are done and buried. You’ve gotten everything you could possibly want.”

      “I know. Except, I don’t want to be the Director Prime, but that’s a whole other problem.”

      He shrugged. “We both know you’re the better choice. You’re just going to have to accept it, and we’ll work from there.”

      I nodded. He still had his arms wrapped around me. “I’m so happy for you, mate.”

      “Okay, that’s enough, Drew.”

      But he clung on. “I just… I love you.”

      I struggled in his hold. “Yeah, I know. I love you too.”

      He laughed and then clapped my back hard. “I’m just happy for you, mate. She’s going to make you really happy. She’s a badass. A force to be reckoned with. You deserve nothing less.”

      “I know. I see that now. Lila was a bad choice.”

      Bridge laughed. “What made you figure that out? The fact that she left you for your father or the fact that she married the old geezer?”

      I coughed a laugh. “Oh my God, good riddance. Just gross.”

      Bridge shrugged. “Hey, some women have Daddy kinks. The way East is going, he’s not going to find anybody soon, so he’s going to rely on that daddy kink to find someone down the road.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Oh my God, what am I going to do with you lot?”

      They all ran and hugged Liv while Lucas, Bryna, Roone and Jessa tackled-hugged me.

      Everyone raised their glasses again in a toast. We had vanquished one villain. Two more to go. I wished to God that Toby was there with us. All five of us had a reason to clink glasses, and I wondered what it would be like if he hadn’t died that night. What adventures would we have had, and where would our lives have taken us?

      But he was gone, though after what we’d done, the cloud over his memory had dissipated some. We had two more enemies. Two more people that had taken part, but they wouldn’t get to hide much longer, because we were coming for them. And they were going to wish that Toby had never died on their watch.

      All around us our friends chatted and laughed. The woman I loved watched me from the corner with a look that was part hunger and part mischief as she talked to Bryna.

      Jessa sat on Roone's lap, kissing him and rubbing his neck as they chatted. Penny and Sebastian had already left. They had to get back to the kids because Penny didn't like being away for too long. Ariel and Tristan had taken off for Spain that morning, so their goodbyes had been said early.

      I strolled over to Lucas and said, "Honestly, Lucas, we couldn't have pulled this off without you."

      "You're right. You couldn’t have. But I'm glad you called."

      Livy joined us and asked, "So, are you back to being a prince, or are you still a thief?"

      "That's a good question. I think I make an excellent conman and thief. And if there's a way to do that without endangering my family, for the right cause, I might dust it off. Bryna has been doing some research and apparently has found Agogo women who have been having some trouble with gangs and such, stealing from them, extorting money from them for ‘protection’ just to function, so I'm planning to rob from the rich and give to the poor."

      Bryna shook her head. "I said on a one-off basis. And the first one we’ll help is this nice old grandma. She'd been saving her pearls for her granddaughter. They were passed down from the women in her family for generations, but the stupid gang took them as collateral."

      Lucas shrugged. "I feel like I can right that wrong. And it's small scale and low damage. No one is likely to get shot or killed in the process."

      She sighed. "God, I hope not. I've had enough excitement for a lifetime."

      Lucas leaned over and kissed her. "And the best news is that Bryna and I have set a date."

      We all lifted our glasses and shouted, "About fucking time."

      He grinned. "I hope to see all your faces there. I'm going to go home to the Winston Isles to get married, but I think we're going to stay in London for a bit."

      East grinned. "Oh, glad to hear that, because we might be needing your services again."

      "Call me anytime. I'm there."

      Bryna put up a hand. "Look, he could be there, but maybe next time people don't get shot at."

      I grinned. "No guarantee."

      With Olivia and my mates by my side, we had pulled off the impossible. And now we just had to do it again. Twice. Easier said than done.

      Bryna met my gaze. "Okay so, we took down one bad guy, who's next?”

      I grinned at her. "Didn't you just say you didn't want your husband-to-be getting shot again?"

      "I said shot at. He wasn't shot. He's fine."

      Lucas snorted. "Yeah, never been better."

      "Our next targets are Francis Middleton and Garreth Jameson."

      Bryna laughed. "Any idea how to make them pay?"

      I shook my head. "Nope. None. But I guess we'll figure it out as we go along."

      Livy laughed. "Right now we're going to assess and research. From there, we'll do what we need to do."

      Bryna nodded. "Well, Livy, if you're on research, I can help."

      Livy grinned. "I’d like that."

      Lucas rubbed his jaw. "But how do we work around the problem of our little Interpol friend?"

      I sighed. "Well she has no real reason to be looking at us anymore. If she does, she's going to be a problem. But for now, she has enough to keep her occupied. We have wrapped up the Van Linsteds and a handful of other Elite brothers for her in a pretty package. If anything, she should be thanking us. But we shall see."

      Bryna sighed. "I suppose this whole revenge thing takes time."

      I grinned. "It sure does."

      The door to our private room opened, and our personal hostess came in. "Hello, is there anything else I can get for you?"

      Behind her, a busboy walked in, gathering up some of the glasses and the empty bottles. And he had a helper, except that helper didn't do much of anything. She just walked around a little bit and picked up a glass or two.

      My gaze landed on East as his landed on the woman. She had messy dark brown hair, pulled back low at the nape of her neck. There was something familiar about her face, but her jaw was a little too wide, her upper lip a little too full. Why were her eyes familiar?

      East stood. "Excuse me, do we know each other?"

      I watched as the woman's eyes went wide, then her gaze met mine, Livy's, and back to East. The woman took off running.

      East didn't waste a breath before he was out the door after her.

      The outburst didn't even faze the others. Lucas just laughed. "It's always something with you guys. Why can't you guys ever take it easy?"
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      East

      She was faster than she looked. What the fuck?

      The woman darted out of the private room and into the bar. I followed as quickly as I could, but I had to avoid tripping over Livy. I practically jumped over Bryna's chair, and narrowly avoided the hostess, so she had a lead of several feet on me. 

      I was out of the backroom in the VIP area like a shot. And the woman in front of me turned back, her eyes slightly widening when she saw that I was approaching. 

      She grabbed one of the busboys by the collar and shoved him toward me, then she sprinted. 

      No way was she going to be fast enough. 

      I spun around him, avoided a table with a couple on a date, then scooted around the pair of blondes who eyed me appreciatively.

      Note to self: Come back for them later.

      Then I bolted out the door.

      I saw her running to the right, long legs eating pavement. Oh, she was a runner. Awesome. I was too. London Marathon, five years running. Former track athlete. This was going to be a Sunday job.

      She quickly darted across the street, and I followed suit, ignoring the cars blaring their horns at us.

      As she crossed the park, she started to lose some of her steam, which was when I picked up speed.

      Up the hill, her legs stopped working for her and started working against her.

      She slowed, and that gave me just enough advantage to put on a burst of speed and catch up to her. I grabbed her by the back of her shirt, yanking her back. "Nah, uh-uh-uh-uh. You don't get to take pictures of me and my friends and not at least tell us your name." I was irritated that I was huffing and puffing. 

      Jesus Christ, she was fast.

      "I know all about you and your friends, the kind of men you are."

      As I spoke to her, I felt along her arm. Then I spread my hands across her waist, lifted her top, and pulled the wire. She reached for it, but I kept it just out of reach. "Uh-huh, this is the camera, isn’t it?"

      What I didn't account for was her quick thinking, and her knee came straight for my balls. I turned my leg just in time to catch her knee on the side of my thigh. It still hurt like a son of a bitch. “What the fuck? Who are you?” I didn’t let her go, and she continued to struggle. As I held on to her, and I grabbed and tried to pull the camera free one handed, but it wouldn't come off.

      "Let me go."

      "No, not until you tell me who you are and who you work for. I'm not going to hurt you, but I can't let you run loose. So who are you?"

      "Someone who's going to see all of you burn."

      "Bold words for  a captive woman."

      "Oh, you think I'm your captive, do you?"

      She elbowed me, and I doubled over. "Jesus fucking Christ."

      She tried to twist free, and when my hands slipped, I hooked into her belt instead, and she fell on the ground with me. I rolled on top of her. "Stop moving. I don't want to hurt you."

      I still tried to yank the camera from her body. "I just want the camera. You can't take pictures. I don't know who you are or what you want, or what story you think you saw, but it's not happening. Not today."

      "I will end you."

      "I'm sorry sweetheart, but aren't I the one on top of you?"

      Then a jolt hit me. Right in the center of my chest, and I felt like I had been punched by Thor's fucking hammer. I jerked back, convulsing. She rolled me off easily then. "I told you, you can't hurt me. People like you aren't going to hurt me again." 

      She stood over me, and I could see that the messy brown hair she had tied at the nape of her neck was a wig. It was askew at the front. Her hair was darker. Chestnut maybe? It was hard to tell in the dark. 

      Fuck. Why couldn't I move? My teeth started to chatter, and I jumped. Fuck. 

      Then she reached down to my hand. I tried desperately to hold on to the camera, and we fought for it. What was a valiant fight in my head, to her was my laughingly feeble attempt to hang on, because she plucked it easily out of my hand. "You, East Hale, are going down. I won't stop until I crumble the house of cards. Do you understand me?" She leaned close, and the scent of honeysuckle filled my senses. Then along with not being able to fucking move, I couldn't breathe either, but in a good way. It was like her scent wrapped around me, enticing me, and then when it was too late, choking me. 

      I wasn’t sure how long I laid there seizing. God, had she used a Taser on me? 

      That was how Bridge found me, on my back. He was panting from the run. "Christ, both of you are fucking fast. I saw her hit you when I was across the street. Are you okay?"

      I blinked up at him. "Fuck me."

      "East, we've talked about this. You're not my type. I like you as a mate."

      "Fuck you."

      He grinned. "I see you're getting back to fighting form. You'll be all right. What did she hit you with?"

      That buzzing in my head and my teeth had to mean she’d hit me with a fucking Taser. She came prepared with a Taser. Why?

      Bridge pulled me to a sitting position, and I dragged in slow, steady breaths. "Fuck, that hurts."

      "Is it actually pain or tingles?”

      I groaned. "I guess more tingles. My teeth, God, they feel awful."

      "Yeah, that's a lot of voltage. I think you should get checked out by the doc."

      I shook my head. "I'll have the staff doctor come to the penthouse. I'm sure it's fine, but fuck me, who was that woman?"

      "Well, you’re the one who went after her. And you caught her. She didn't tell you anything?"

      I studied my friend in the darkness, the moonlight making his jet-black hair appear slightly bluish. I opened my palm, displaying the SD card I'd stolen out of the camera. "I am still Elite, remember? I have some tricks up my sleeve."

      Bridge squatted down next to me and took the SD card out of my hand, studying it. "So you fooled one little girl. How long will it take before she finds out her SD card is missing?"

      "I'm not sure, but it could be a day. But I’m sure that I'll have everything off of that thing tonight."

      "Of course, you will."

      I glanced around, staring into the darkness, wondering if she had turned back to watch her theoretical kill. 

      "I don't know who you are princess, but I will find out, and then you and I are going to have a very long chat about why you don't tase strangers."

      
        
        To be continued in East End…
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        Thank you for reading FOR HER BENEFIT, the conclusion to he SEE NO EVIL TRILOGY. This delicious sexy thrill ride was such a blast to write! But the saga of the London Lords continues in East’s books! Find out who he’s fighting in that final scene.

      

        

      
        Don’t throw stones, for you never know what they’ll discover in your glass house. I have one mission, protect my friends so we can mete out revenge. But the one woman who can shatter my house is the one I can’t stay away from.

      

        

      
        Tonight, vengeance is mine.

      

        

      
        READ East End… 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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