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        “If you think for one minute I’d share you with another man, love, you’re sorely mistaken.”

        

        For Arianne Holbrook, discretion isn’t just a job requirement—it’s what keeps her alive. So when a hot, mysterious Brit starts asking too many questions at an exclusive art auction in New York, Ari’s got one shot at saving herself: seduction.

        

        Too bad his masterful touch leaves her aching to be tamed, again and again…

        

        In the boardroom or the bedroom, billionaire social media tycoon Jared Blackwell is always in control, and commanding the devious brunette’s pleasure is no exception. But Jared is certain there’s more to this beauty than meets the eye. Behind her sinfully dirty mouth, the intriguing art collector hides dangerous secrets.

        

        Secrets another man would kill to protect.

        

        Ari knows better than to mix business and pleasure, but men like Jared can be very persuasive. After a night of unforgettable passion, will she play it safe and walk away, or will she lay herself bare to the billionaire?

        

        ** Cliffhanger alert! ** Admit it: just like Arianne, you’re a little bit sassy, a little bit naughty, and you love being teased! Bared to the Billionaire is a 4-part serialized romance series designed to leave you begging for the ultimate climax. For maximum panty-melting enjoyment, books must be read in order.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        This series is dedicated to Stacey,

        who told me so.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      This job was killing her sex life.

      It had been so long since Arianne Holbrook’s body was commanded by the kind of strong, rough hands she craved that her mind was now serving up fantasies over every cute guy in sight.

      At the moment the cute guy in sight was a slightly-too-young-but-hot-enough-to-ignore-it bartender at a private art auction on Manhattan’s Central Park West.

      “Sapphire and tonic?” The bartender set the drink before her, smiling politely as their fingertips brushed. “Will that be all?”

      “For now.” Unless you’ve got a pair of cuffs and a blindfold back there. Ari slid a twenty across the bar and returned his smile, but he was already tending to the next guest, oblivious to both her flirtatious gaze and her generous tip.

      No matter. It was Davidson’s money. She could afford to be loose with the boss’s cash as long as she did the job required.

      Get in. Get the intel. Get out.

      And above all, don’t get noticed.

      It was the “don’t get noticed” part that was doing a number on her sex life. Even if the bartender had responded to her innuendos, it didn’t matter. Ari wasn’t allowed to let it go beyond her imagination. A momentary distraction was one thing, but she definitely couldn’t risk making an impression.

      A decade with her father’s crew—hundreds of scenes just like this one—and Ari had never screwed up, never once lingered too long or left behind any damning evidence.

      You’re a phantom, Ari, her father had said on the night of her nineteenth birthday, just after her first real score. They didn’t even know you were there.

      It was just a few grand in jewelry from a political fundraiser in Sleepy Hollow, nothing like the art scenes she worked today. But it meant something: after years of being treated like the cute team mascot by her father’s people, she’d finally passed the test.

      At nineteen it made her feel like a superhero, like she’d grow up to be this unstoppable badass in black leather and red lipstick, a woman who could crack a safe, defuse an alarm, and seduce a man into revealing his deepest secrets, all without breaking a sweat.

      Now, her father dead five years and counting, it just made her feel like a ghost.

      As the guest chatter and piped-in classical music blended into a din, Ari sipped the cocktail, her features projecting the cool detachment of the one-percenters that frequented these private auctions. It wasn’t hard to look the part, especially with her off-the-books expense account keeping her salon-polished and stylish. Tonight she wore her chestnut hair in a loose twist at the base of her neck, light on the makeup, and a strapless navy blue cocktail dress.

      If anyone were questioned about her later, they’d recall only a classy woman in a dark dress, a splash of tasteful yet unremarkable jewelry. Calm and unconcerned, totally in control.

      The exact opposite of her reality.

      She took another sip, savoring the sweet bite of gin on her tongue, and catalogued her surroundings. The twentieth floor penthouse was enormous by New York standards—a prewar stunner even larger than her father’s place, with breathtaking views of Central Park and the glittering buildings that surrounded it—but its grand scale was nothing she couldn’t handle.

      Word on the street was that this family was teetering on the edge of bankruptcy, liquidating their valuables at auction before expatriating to Greece. Given the sparse decor in the main rooms, Ari didn’t expect to find much in the private rooms, either.

      But Davidson had given her the assignment. She had no choice.

      Ari had already memorized the floor plan from Davidson’s files, and now she closed her eyes, imprinting new details in her mind:

      About sixty guests, plus the host and hostess. Four people working the bar and serving hors d'oeuvres. Doorman in the foyer by the elevator, and another downstairs. One security guard making the rounds, beefy but unarmed. Private hallway roped off with theater stanchions. No visible security cameras or alarm system.

      Ari had just visualized entering the first of the penthouse’s four bedrooms when a deep, silky voice shattered her thoughts.

      “Pardon the interruption, but may I join you?”

      Ari opened her eyes. It was a rare man that rattled her, but the impeccably dressed Englishman nodding toward the adjacent barstool caught her by surprise. She covered by taking another sip of her drink, shrugging coolly to let him know he could join her if he liked; made no difference to her.

      No difference. Nope, not at all. Ari sucked an ice cube between her lips, trying not to smile. Rich, sinfully hot Brit? This fantasy is even better than the bartender version.

      “Thank you,” the man said, taking a seat. Tall and broad-shouldered, he took up all the space between them, his arm brushing against hers as he settled in. “I hope I’m not disturbing you. You seem to be having quite a good think.”

      She swallowed the ice cube, imagining what it would feel like to let him run it over her lips, between her breasts, down to her—

      “I was,” she said hoarsely. “Thinking about things, I mean.”

      He leaned close, his warm breath stirring the fine hairs on her neck. “Wicked things, I hope.”

      Damn him. She held back a shiver. That deep voice and sexy British accent were enough to drive any woman wild, but his gorgeous honey-brown eyes, tousled black hair, and the confident, masculine way he carried himself sealed the deal. Even joking with her at the bar, he projected the kind of energy that could command a room.

      Or a bedroom…

      Ari’s thighs clenched in a weak attempt to staunch her throbbing desire while her brain—the only body part still focused on the job—shouted firm warnings.

      Stop it, Arianne! Dragging this man into the powder room for a quickie might seem like a lovely idea, but it would definitely get you noticed.

      Without asking her opinion, the man ordered another drink for Ari and a scotch for himself. She considered refusing—one drink was usually her on-the-clock max; anything more could lead to carelessness—but she sensed he wasn’t the kind of guy who took no for an answer.

      Besides, she was feeling a little rebellious tonight. Davidson had her working auctions and charity events nearly every night this month, each one demanding a new identity—private collector, curator, estate lawyer, art student. The whole arrangement was giving her whiplash. She needed to loosen up, even if it was just for a few minutes.

      “Wicked thoughts,” she whispered, returning her attention to her new companion, “are the only thoughts that make these events bearable.”

      The Brit laughed, loosening his tie and releasing a button at the top of his white dress shirt. His smile was dazzling—equally rakish and warm, the kind of smile that warned of dangerous, delicious things to come.

      “Answer this for me,” he said, his face still glowing from that killer smile, “if it’s not terribly intrusive. Do you have children?”

      Ari shook her head.

      “Thank God.” He ran a hand through his thick hair, leaving it in disarray, just begging for her to run her hands through it. “If I never hear another word about the cutthroat admissions process for Manhattan preschools, it will be too soon.”

      “Ah. First time at one of these events?” Ari asked.

      “First time on my own, anyway. Present company excluded, I feel like a magnet for self-involved dullards.”

      “Give it time.” She placed her hand on his forearm, surprised at how firm the muscle was, how thick and taut. “It gets… well, I won’t say better. But you learn to sense when the conversation is turning toward competitive preschools, the dearth of trilingual nannies, and spa vacations for pets. Then you make your graceful exit.”

      “I just bloody well told them I needed a drink,” he said. “I’m not even sure they noticed.”

      “You?” Ari raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure they noticed.”

      He didn’t respond, just pinned her with his mischievous gaze until the arrival of their drinks finally broke the heated connection.

      He passed Ari her glass, and then raised his own. “To bearable company.”

      “Mine or yours?” she teased.

      His smile was warm and genuine as he leaned in close, his breath once again tickling her flesh. “That, love, remains to be seen.”

      They clinked glasses and drank, their eyes locked in an unspoken dare.

      Now here’s a man who can dish it out and take it, too. Yum.

      Another dim warning rang in Ari’s head, but she shut it down fast. It was just drinks, a few laughs. He’d probably used the same lines on women all the time; there was no reason Ari would stand out in his memory later.

      Besides, she deserved to indulge in a bit of harmless fun with a smart, sexy guy once in a while. It’s not like Davidson and the other guys were here watching. They’d never even know about it.

      The man held out his hand for a proper introduction. “I’m—”

      “Don’t tell me,” she said, gently pushing his hand away. “You’ll ruin my fantasy about a torrid affair with a mysterious stranger.”

      “Torrid affair?” He cleared his throat, further loosening his tie. “Our relationship is progressing rather urgently, don’t you think?”

      Ari tapped her temple. “Wicked thoughts, remember?”

      “Just how many of these auctions have you been to?”

      “Enough to know how to thoroughly entertain myself.” And enough to know not to give out her name, fake or otherwise. Her carefully chosen identity served two purposes—getting in the door, and making fake bids on the art. Nowhere on the list was making new friends.

      Even extremely sexy British friends with the kind of body built for pinning her down on the bed.

      “So you’re a regular,” he said, eyeing her up. “Let’s see. A curator, collector, or just another member of the idle rich?”

      Ari laughed. “Depends on your definition of collector.”

      “How do you mean?” he asked.

      Ari gestured behind them, where the beautiful elite sipped Champagne and laughed agreeably at one another’s polite conversation. Serious collectors occasionally attended, but private auctions were more often populated by eccentric billionaires who treated rare art acquisition like an African hunting safari, and pill-popping socialites looking to one-up the neighbors. She figured her mystery man fell into the former camp. As a little girl on her father’s arm, Ari had attended these same events, watching in awe as he worked the room. Not much had changed since.

      “Out of the dozens of people here,” she said, “how many know a damn thing about the pieces they’re bidding on?”

      “Perhaps they just know what they want when they see it.” He held her gaze, those eyes entrancing her as he inched closer. Heat radiated between them where their thighs touched. “Some things are quite pleasurable in their own right, aren’t they.”

      He wasn’t asking her. He was telling her.

      A thrill raced down her spine.

      Ari looked away, unable to take the intensity building between them. She didn’t know if she was imagining it, or if the alcohol had lowered her guard, or if her fantasies were finally overtaking the last bit of logical resistance in her head, but everything about this man—his words, his sultry voice, his commanding presence—was making her wet.

      She shifted on the barstool, still not meeting his eyes. “Just because something looks pretty doesn’t mean it’s art.”

      “What is art, if not beauty?” he asked. “Art stirs our deepest passions, regardless of its origins. Is knowledge of its history a prerequisite to our pleasure?”

      “Of course not,” she said, “but that definition is too broad. Bordain’s Garden of the Divine is art, but then, so are the flowers that inspired it. Is a building art? A sunset? A child’s painting?”

      “The curve of a lover’s mouth?” he asked.

      She sipped her drink, her eyes fixed on the glass. “Depends on the lover, doesn’t it?”

      “Indeed it does.”

      Ari finally met his gaze, electricity crackling between them.

      “We’re talking about what makes a serious collector,” she continued. “Collectors know the history, the creator, because they care enough to find out.” Now Ari turned to face him fully, her bare knees brushing against his thigh. “How much more pleasurable is a painting, or a song, or book for that matter when you know what inspired it? What kind of… I don’t know… struggles or pain served as the artist’s muse?”

      “Pain as a muse?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. “And here I thought you were the rainbows-and-sunshine type.”

      Ari touched his knee, her manicured hand resting lightly against the cool fabric of his suit pants. “Precisely what happens when you judge without truly knowing what lies beneath.”

      She kept her hand there, unable—or maybe just unwilling—to remove it. It was a dangerous tease, one she couldn’t indulge in too much longer.

      But damn, it was fun.

      “To pain, then.” He touched his glass to hers again. “And beauty.”

      “And the wisdom to know the difference,” she added.

      He frowned in mock disappointment.

      “Too far?” she asked.

      “Sorry, love. Now you sound like a motivational speaker. A bad one, at that.”

      “Shall I tell you about the summer I was a trilingual nanny for a wait-listed Ivy League preschooler instead?”

      “Oh, you wicked little beast!” He nudged her lightly in the shoulder, his eyes wide in amused horror. “Dreadful. Utterly dreadful.”

      Ari laughed, relishing the way he’d called her “love,” in the smile her laughter brought to his face in return. By the time he called for another round of drinks, she was feeling so good, so carefree, she almost forgot she was on the clock.

      Almost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Jared Blackwell had come to the auction to acquire one new possession—the Hans Whitfield painting.

      Now he wanted a second.

      The hosts had just called for everyone to take a seat in the auction room, and Jared held out his arm for the woman, happy to escort her. Things had gone unexpectedly well at the bar; he was hoping they might spend the later part of the evening in each other’s company.

      And out of their clothing.

      She reached for him, but then hesitated, a silent war waging in her pretty hazel eyes.

      “It’s all right, love,” he said. “I don’t bite. At least not until the second date.”

      Whatever her reservations, they vanished in an instant. She flashed him a look so fierce and carnal, it left no doubt about their common interests.

      “In that case,” she said, “I’m counting drinks at the bar as our first date.” She wrapped her hand around his arm and leaned in close, not bothering to play coy. “Which means that this is our second. Let’s hope you’re a man of your word.”

      With her firm breasts pressed against his arm, it was all Jared could do to keep his dick in check.

      If I didn’t want that painting so badly, I might just drag this woman into the nearest coat closet, tie her up and—

      “Ready?” she asked, nodding toward the auction room.

      In her captivating presence, Jared was powerless to resist—a state that agitated him greatly. He didn’t like the tables being turned. The last time he allowed a woman to get the upper hand, she’d damn near ruined his business, not to mention his heart.

      Still. There was something about her, a physical magnetism Jared couldn’t ignore. She’d intrigued him from the moment she stepped into the foyer. She’d arrived with a group, yet didn’t linger, didn’t greet the hosts as the others had. Instead she’d gone straight to the auction room to look over the artwork, and then settled in at the bar alone, looking determined as hell.

      He wondered what piece she was after today.

      Hopefully not the Whitfield.

      If Jared was going to do battle with her, he’d much rather have it unfold in the privacy of his bedroom.

      As they settled into adjacent seats, the woman let her hand rest on his thigh, so casually and comfortably it was as though they were already lovers. Taking her cue, Jared put his arm around the back of her chair.

      Perhaps that bedroom battle might be arranged after all…

      With everyone finally seated, the auctioneer got down to business, starting with a small but richly colored painting of a Parisian sidewalk scene—A Moment’s Pause, the last known work of Johan Saccari. Jared didn’t recognize it.

      “What do you think it’s worth?” he whispered to his companion. “Fifty thousand?”

      “Hardly.” The woman leaned in close, a conspiratorial grin lighting her face. “Can you keep a secret?”

      “Of course.”

      “After Saccari’s death, his apprentice sold a dozen of his own paintings under his master’s name. When he was finally caught, he admitted that A Moment’s Pause was Saccari’s final painting, and its value skyrocketed. It was stolen from the Louvre in the thirties, and then again in the fifties. After they recovered it the second time, it was sold to a private collector for three million dollars.”

      “No kidding?” Jared was impressed by her knowledge. The bidding had already gone up to $80,000 since he’d first mentioned it, and it was climbing steadily. “Think it’ll go for six figures tonight, then?”

      “Probably,” the woman said. “But here’s the real secret: it’s worthless.”

      “You just said it was Saccari’s last—”

      “It’s a fake. You can tell by the flat texture, among other things. Saccari was known for mixing foreign matter into his paints—sand, glass, stones, even hair. And besides…” She gestured to the women in front of them—the ones who’d nearly cornered Jared earlier—and lowered her voice. “Anyone worth her trust fund should know that the real A Moment’s Pause is hanging over a fireplace in Spain, still with the family who purchased it from the Louvre.”

      “Sold!” the auctioneer said. “Four hundred thousand dollars from bidder seven. Thank you.”

      “Wow,” Jared said. “Poor bloke.”

      “Well, you know what they say about suckers,” the woman whispered.

      Jared smiled. “Bet bidder seven wishes he was sitting next to you.”

      “Bidder seven wouldn’t stand a chance with me. He probably doesn’t bite until the fourth date.”

      Heat flared in her eyes, sending another bolt of desire to his dick. But with a frightening realization, Jared’s blood went suddenly cold.

      “The Whitfield painting,” he said. “Do you know it?”

      “Of course. Are you interested?”

      “I am if it’s really the Whitfield.”

      “Oh, that one’s totally authentic. I was relieved to see it, actually. For years it’s been… unaccounted for.” Her face clouded, a tiny wrinkle appearing between her brows. It looked as though she had more to say on the matter, but when Jared pressed, she waved it off.

      “Now that is an interesting piece,” she said, eyeing an ancient alabaster bust that just went up for bid. “Also authentic. It’s King Darius the first, carved in the late period Egyptian style. Egypt was part of the Achaemenid Empire by then. The piece was probably commissioned by one of the king’s local wives.”

      The auctioneer opened the bidding at $8,000. “Eight, to the gentleman in front. Do I hear eight five?”

      “Nine,” his woman called out. She was all business now, the playfulness gone from her voice.

      Jared watched curiously as she and the first bidder vied for the bust. He hadn’t pegged her as an antiquities collector, but then, they hadn’t yet gotten into the finer points of their various passions.

      A third and fourth bidder entered the game, his woman keeping pace through a volley of bids. The price climbed to $55,000 before she finally dropped out. In the end, it sold for $72,000.

      With his arm still resting on the back of her chair, Jared caressed her bare shoulder, his fingers tracing delicate patterns on her skin. She was so smooth, so inviting, he could only imagine what the rest of her body felt like, what it looked like under that dress…

      “I’m sorry, love,” he said. “I hope you aren’t too disappointed.”

      “Nah.” She leaned into his touch, goose bumps raising on her arm. “It’s a great piece, but not a stellar example of late period Egyptian art by any means. Certainly not worth more than the fifty-five I was willing to pay.”

      “Someone disagrees with you.”

      “What did I tell you about suckers?”

      “After all your talk of pretense,” Jared said, nudging her knee with his, “could it be that you’re an art snob?”

      She pressed a hand to her chest, feigning offense.

      “It’s all right,” he whispered. “I’m a bit of an art snob, too.”

      “You don’t say?” She fingered the edge of his suit jacket, stroking the fine material. “Here I thought you were the type to have a trophy room full of dead animal heads.”

      “Guilty,” he said. “To be fair, the live ones are a bit harder to mount.”

      Her unabashed laughter attracted more than a few impatient glares, but Jared couldn’t get enough of it. She was even more gorgeous when she laughed—her entire body glowed with it. He wondered what else might light her up like that.

      Maybe she’ll give me a chance to find out…

      “Ooh,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “Looks like your painting is up. Good luck!”

      Jared turned his attention to the auctioneer. The woman was right—show time.

      Jared slid the bid card from his suit jacket and scanned the room. A handful of people leaned forward in their chairs, scrutinizing the painting with possible interest, but it was hard to gauge their commitment.

      “We’ll start the bidding at ten thousand dollars,” the auctioneer said. It was an insulting opener for such a gorgeous piece, and just as Jared had predicted, several bid cards went up around him. He waited until the bidding reached $50,000 before making his first move.

      “Fifty-five,” he said calmly. He was prepared to go as high as a million, but from the looks of things, it wouldn’t even get close to that.

      “Sixty,” one of the women in front of him said, turning to offer a smug smile.

      Jared couldn’t have been less concerned. He nodded politely, holding off on raising her bid. Another woman went to $70,000, volleying with the others until it reached $100,000. Jared raised it by ten.

      “One hundred ten thousand,” the auctioneer said. “Do we have one twenty? One twenty, for Hans Whitfield’s Desolate Rains, Series Two?”

      For a moment it seemed that no one else had any interest. A mild disappointment settled into Jared’s stomach—the painting had to be worth more than a paltry $110,000, and he was hoping for at least a little competition to keep things exciting.

      “One ten, going once,” the auctioneer said. “Going twice—”

      “One twenty,” the woman in front of him said.

      Another bidder was right on her heels. “One fifty.”

      It had come from the chair next to him.

      “What?” His woman raised her eyebrows, offering Jared her best innocent-looking smile, the kind that was anything but. “I couldn’t let her get away with that.”

      Heat raced through Jared’s veins. “You’re after my painting, love?”

      “I’m after a lot of things,” she said. “Care to raise the stakes?”

      From the front of the room, the auctioneer called for a higher bid. “One fifty, do we have one sixty?”

      “Two hundred,” Jared said.

      His woman squared her shoulders. “Two fifty.”

      “Two seventy-five,” Jared said.

      “Three.”

      So she likes to play a little hardball, too.

      He grinned, filing away the information for later. “Three fifty.”

      Another bidder jumped in at $360,000, and then another offered $400,000, Jared’s pulse kicking up with each new bid.

      This is more like it.

      He leaned forward, eager to keep his head in the game. His mystery woman might feel differently about what made these events bearable, but Jared loved this part—the hunt, the strategy, figuring out when to jump in and when to ease up, knowing exactly when to deliver the final blow.

      But by the time the bidding reached $600,000, the other bidders bowed out, leaving only Jared and his mystery woman.

      “Six fifty,” she said.

      Jared narrowed his eyes at her, trying to figure out her game. She’d seemed genuinely interested in the Egyptian piece, not in the Whitfield. This wasn’t a tag sale. You didn’t show up at an exclusive art auction to browse the shelves, pick up a bit of this-and-that for the summer cottage.

      What are you playing at, darling?

      “Six hundred fifty thousand,” the auctioneer said. “Do I hear six seventy-five?”

      “Seven,” Jared said.

      “Eight,” the woman countered.

      “Nine.”

      “Nine fifty.”

      Jared’s heart banged in his chest. He had to do it. Had to beat her. “One million dollars.”

      The entire room seemed to gasp simultaneously.

      The woman held her bid card against her chest, nibbling her lower lip, contemplating her next move.

      Jared leaned in close, whispering hotly in her ear. “Is that all you’ve got for me, love?”

      “Hardly.” Her eyes blazed. She waved her card with renewed vigor. “A million five.”

      “Two million dollars,” he said.

      Everyone held a breath as they awaited her volley.

      “Two million dollars for the Hans Whitfield,” the auctioneer said. “Do we have two million five? How about two four?” She scanned the room, waiting for another bid that never came. “Okay. Going once. Going twice. Sold, to bidder twelve for two million dollars.”

      The room erupted in applause, and Jared closed his eyes, momentarily lost in the rush of victory, and even a hint of relief. By the time he regained his senses and turned to face her, his mystery woman was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      Safely out of view, Ari leaned against the door in the penthouse’s sprawling master suite, blinking back tears of relief. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, her limbs trembling and hot.

      Holy. Shit.

      She couldn’t believe she’d taken it so far.

      A million five? What was she thinking? Christ, Davidson would’ve had her executed if she’d called for a wire transfer like that. Her bids were primarily for show—all part of blending in, except on the rare occasion when Davidson actually wanted a piece for his personal collection. But something had overtaken her tonight, breaking through all the boundaries that were supposed to keep her safe and on point.

      It was the man.

      From his first words at the bar, he’d stirred something inside her, something that made her want to take risks. To play with fire.

      Fitting, since Davidson would burn me at the stake if he found out about this.

      Thankfully the Brit proved to be a fighter to the death, desperate to win that painting. Ari had to admire his grit. She’d only intended to tease him, to up the stakes in a game he obviously enjoyed. But then her competitive streak took over, driving her to keep pushing, pushing, pushing.

      In the end, the man was on the hook for two million for a piece that was probably worth half that on the private market, tonight’s auction notwithstanding. He must’ve really wanted it.

      Or maybe he just enjoyed sparring with me…

      Ari closed her eyes as a shiver raced down her spine, imagining for the hundredth time what that man could do to her with a few hours to spare and a pair of handcuffs…

      The sound of the security guard’s clunky footsteps in the hallway yanked her back to the task at hand. Instinctively she dropped to the floor, scooting behind the four-poster bed on the off chance he decided to open the door.

      He passed by quickly, leaving the room undisturbed.

      There was no more time to linger. The effects of the alcohol were fading, Ari’s mind finally coming back into focus. It’d been months since her intel had netted anything worthwhile, and if she didn’t find something soon, Davidson was bound to question her loyalty—one risk she wasn’t interested in taking.

      Coast clear and gloves on snug, Ari got to work. With clinical efficiency, she searched the suite’s massive oak dressers, vanity, night tables, bookcases, closets, bathroom drawers, and medicine cabinets, looking for any information that might help Davidson plan their next heist. She found a few pieces of jewelry, some antique knickknacks, plenty of prescription drugs, and finally—bingo—a printout of the family’s travel itinerary. They’d be house hunting in Greece for two weeks at the end of the month.

      The opportunity was there, just as Davidson had hoped. But the other three bedrooms turned out to be as sparsely appointed as the living rooms, and Davidson wasn’t interested in a handful of jewels and some dusty figurines. Too late, Ari realized that the art and antiquities her crew had traced to this family—the only score Davidson cared about—were long gone, probably auctioned off in pieces over the last several months, each precious item sold to the highest bidder.

      A flood of conflicting feelings washed over Ari’s heart: Relief for the family, that they wouldn’t have to endure a robbery. Disgust at herself, at her crew, for doing what they did. And of course, the dread that always preceded having to show up at Davidson’s empty-handed, yet again.

      Ari exited the last bedroom and slipped into the study across the hall, more than ready to get the job done, bail on the auction, forget the sexy Brit, and go deliver the bad news to Davidson. In her mind, she was already fast-forwarding to the part of the evening where she’d get to sink into a hot bath with nothing but her naked body and a glass of merlot.

      But the painting over the study’s fireplace stopped her cold.

      Adrift by Heinrich Von Hausen, a ship tossed about on a black and stormy sea, destined to smash against the rocks, a hopeless and heartbreaking scene but for one ray of sun beaming down on the deck.

      The last time she’d seen it, it was hanging in the Smithsonian in Washington—22 years ago.

      Again, Ari thought of her father. How could she not? Despite his mistakes, despite all the rotten parts of his legacy, his true passion for fine art was like the ray of sunshine in the painting, the one sliver of goodness Ari had always held close. On that trip to D.C., he’d taken her to a dozen museums, teaching her all about the vanitas works of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, paintings that reflected the transient nature of life, the futility of earthly pleasures. Adrift was a treasure, a stunning example, a painting that had hung in the museum for decades.

      And now it was here, nailed to the wall in some soon-to-be-foreclosed Upper West Side penthouse, unobserved, unappreciated, utterly forgotten.

      Ari swallowed the lump in her throat. People like this—like this family, like the others here tonight, like all the men and women her father had procured fine art for—thought nothing of exchanging their millions for the pleasure of possessing something beautiful, something they could hang over the mantel to impress their guests.

      But unlike the real bidders, Ari couldn’t feign ignorance about where the art had come from. There was a reason these auctions were held at private penthouses and VIP clubs rather than at Christy’s or Sotheby’s. A reason why the artifacts—no matter how precious—weren’t in a museum, even if they’d started out there. Ari wondered if her man from the bar had any idea that his precious Whitfield was pilfered during the Second World War—first by the Nazis, second by the American soldiers.

      And after that, by people like Ari’s father. People like her.

      Guilt gnawed at her insides. It was a familiar on-the-job companion, but now it was edged with anger, a red-hot blaze seething just beneath her skin. The anger swelled, and for a moment Ari considered abandoning the job, going full-on rebel, and enjoying the night with the hot stranger as though she really were a bored socialite, no bigger concern than outbidding the crowd, no agenda other than a nice evening out.

      But as she looked at the painting, the near-ruined ship, the jagged rocks, the sunshine, Ari knew she wasn’t allowed to live by other people’s rules. Society’s rules. Legal rules. She’d been raised for this, apprenticed by a master thief and his best men. Aside from the mother who’d left when Ari was a toddler, she’d grown up wanting for nothing, doted on and groomed by a loving, larger-than-life father who’d promised her the world and tried his best to deliver, right up until the day he died.

      By the time Ari was old enough to realize she didn’t want her father’s world, it was too late. She’d seen too much, kept too many secrets, gotten her hands too dirty. And now, with the last of her father’s money dwindling and Davidson in charge of the crew she’d once thought of as family, she was trapped.

      Fuck Davidson.

      Ari turned away from the painting and wiped her eyes. Steeling herself, she shoved the guilt and anger back down, locking them in a box and bolting it shut.

      She had a room to case.

      The study was large and cool, with deep, peacock-green walls, floor-to-ceiling bookcases, and stiff leather furniture that probably hadn’t been used in months.

      There was no wall safe, so Ari moved to the expansive oak desk at the center of the room, polished to a gleam and dotted with the requisite accessories: desk blotter, banker’s lamp, brass letter opener. It looked like a fake set for a scotch commercial, or maybe one about lawyers.

      She pulled open the top drawers, rummaging through a pile of old receipts, computer manuals, and junk mail—all worthless. Her fingers had just closed around the bottom drawer handle when a noise from the doorway kicked her heart into overdrive.

      Her mystery man stood on the threshold, arms crossed over his chest, utterly smug.

      She’d been so distracted by the Von Hausen, she hadn’t bothered closing the door.

      “My, my,” he said, his delicious accent melting her panties at the worst possible time. “You’ve been a bad kitty.”

      Shit.

      “I… Hey! How did you… um…” Ari released the drawer handle and stood up straight, smoothing out her dress as though it were perfectly normal to be snooping through the desk of a total stranger, tucked away in a room at the end of a long hallway that had been very clearly roped off. “Wow. That security guy doesn’t know what he’s talking about. This is sooo not the powder room!”

      “So not.” The man closed the door behind him and joined her at the desk. With his penetrating gaze pinning her in place, Ari counted at least three different shades of gold in his beautiful brown eyes.

      “What in heaven’s name are you doing?” he said, trailing a finger over her hand. “And what’s with the gloves? I don’t recall seeing them earlier.”

      Panic rose in her chest, but she quickly tamped it down. Her little rebellion had made her a bit careless tonight—drinking, flirting, not covering her tracks. She’d gotten herself noticed, but that didn’t mean she was exposed. Not yet.

      “I don’t see how that’s your business.” She peeled the black satin gloves from her hands and stuffed them into her purse. “My hands were cold. And I just felt like stretching my legs.”

      “In here?” He looked around the study, his brow furrowed. “Why?”

      “No reason, really.”

      “Well you’d better think of something, gorgeous. Security is right down the hall.” He cocked his head, teasing her with that maddeningly sexy smirk as he pretended to listen for the guard’s footsteps. “Getting close, I’ll bet. Maybe I should let him know we’re here, just to be—”

      “Wait! Please,” she said. “I can explain everything.”

      Still smirking, the man took another step closer. Lowering his voice to a raspy whisper, he said, “I’m on pins and needles, love.”

      For all her bravado, Ari trembled inside. She’d never been so damn reckless, come so close to losing everything.

      “I don’t like to be kept waiting,” the man said. He was still smiling, but behind his playful gaze, Ari sensed he was trying to work something out. Namely, her true motives, and whether or not he should call the guard.

      Or worse—the police.

      God, Ari hated herself in this moment, but if she didn’t make a move—the only move she had left—this could become a five-alarm emergency.

      Hoping she’d read his earlier signals right, she placed her hand against his broad, firm chest, letting her fingers brush the exposed skin beneath his collarbone.

      His breath hitched.

      It was a small tell, almost imperceptible behind the facade of his teasing, but all the confirmation she needed.

      This man was totally turned on.

      Ari had read the signals right, and now she had him right where she wanted him.

      She offered him a seductive smile and brought her lips close to his ear. “Can you keep another secret?”
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      Jared covered the woman’s delicate fingers with his strong, broad hand, pressing her against his chest. “I’ll keep all your secrets, love.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, likely buying time to make her excuse. She was clearly up to no good. But what kind of no good, Jared could only speculate. Robbery was top of mind, but if that were the case, she had very few options for hiding her treasure—that hot little dress was definitely not made for smuggling.

      “I have reason to believe that the family is on the verge of bankruptcy,” she said. “I heard they’d probably sell low, and they might consider offers for the items that aren’t officially on the block.”

      Jared laughed. “Considering what I just paid for that painting, they might be back in the black.”

      “Two million is a drop in the bucket for these people,” she said.

      He raised an eyebrow, taking in her polished appearance, the tasteful but nevertheless authentic diamonds studding her earlobes. “These people?”

      “The… I just meant…” She closed her mouth and pulled away from his grasp, clearly flustered. When she spoke again, her voice had softened considerably. “It’s a terrible situation. They have a lot of debt. Two million, three million, it’s not enough. The penthouse is probably in foreclosure. They’re moving overseas.”

      Jared didn’t like to trade gossip, especially about other people’s misfortunes, but he suspected her theory was true. He’d been gouged on the painting, but they would’ve settled for a lot less if she hadn’t run up the bidding.

      “I don’t see what their financial situation has to do with your sneaking around,” he said.

      “It has everything to do with it,” she snapped, her cheeks blushing, “but nothing to do with you.”

      “I see.” Jared offered a wry smile. Trouble or not, her feistiness turned him on beyond reason. There were few things he enjoyed more than a woman who could hold her own, even as she begged to be dominated.

      “Look,” she said, nodding toward the fireplace. Over the mantle hung a massive painting of a ship adrift on a stormy sea, its thick paint splintering into perceptible cracks on the surface. It looked authentic, and badly in need of restoration. A shame, really.

      “Heinrich Von Hausen,” she said. “Adrift. One of his lesser known works, but still a masterpiece by any measure. It’s one of my favorites—my father took me to see it at the Smithsonian when I was seven. How it came to rest here, I can only imagine.”

      “Lovely story,” he said. “Quite touching, that bit about your father. But it still doesn’t explain what you’re doing in here.”

      The woman licked her bottom lip, damn near erasing his mind.

      “Let me guess,” he said playfully. “You’re plotting a heist.”

      Her eyes widened, but then she leaned in close, placing her hand against his chest again. Like everything else about the woman, her touch was warm and electric, at once soft and sure. Her breath brushed his cheeks as she spoke in a sexy whisper. “Maybe you’re plotting a heist, and I’ve been sent to investigate you.”

      Beneath her fingers, his heart beat wildly. “I’d like to state for the record that I’ll cooperate fully with your investigation. Especially if handcuffs are involved.”

      Her pupils dilated, darkening her hazel eyes, and the quickening of her breath left little room for misinterpretation. In a husky voice that sent a bolt of desire straight to his cock, she said, “That could definitely be arranged.”

      She was in his arms before he could think of a retort, her lips pressing hotly against his throat, his jaw, and finally, his mouth.

      Trouble.

      She was obviously trying to distract him, but Jared didn’t care. Hell, at this point she could’ve shot him in the chest and he wouldn’t have noticed. All that mattered was her lush, hot mouth devouring his flesh.

      Heat surged between them as she moaned against his lips, threading her fingers into his hair.

      Without breaking their kiss, he backed her against the desk and lifted her onto it, shoving everything else aside, his hands gripping her perfect tight ass. She hiked up her dress, wrapping her long, toned legs around his hips and pulling him in close, right between her thighs. He was losing himself in the delicious heat of her kiss, wanting nothing more than to utterly consume her.

      Slowly she worked the buttons on his shirt, her lightest touch sending ripples of pleasure across his skin. He slid his hands beneath her dress, thrilled to find that she wore no stockings—only a skimpy pair of panties that were already soaked with her desire.

      Shirt buttons finally undone, the woman’s hands roamed his muscled chest, his ribs, the flat planes of his stomach, working their way to his belt buckle. His cock strained against the suit pants, desperate to feel those luscious lips wrapped around him, sucking him hard and deep as her tongue teased his shaft…

      Get it together, Blackwell.

      “Not so fast, love.” He grabbed her hands, forcing himself to focus. To regain control. “I’ve got plans for you first.”

      “What sort of plans?”

      “Since you like secrets so much, I’m not at liberty to say. But I’ll give you a hint. Close your eyes.”

      Without hesitation, she obeyed, trusting her pleasure entirely to him. He didn’t know how much time they had before someone discovered them, but for now, she was his to touch, to command.

      He couldn’t wait to make her come.

      “I thought we’d start with something simple,” he said. Through the thin silk of her panties, he traced the outline of her swollen clit, driving her mad with wanting.

      “And then we might move on to something a little more… intense.” He increased the pressure, rubbing a slow, hot circle with his thumb as she arched toward him, her eyes still closed, her lips parted in a breathy moan.

      His heart pounded, thrilled that he’d put her in such a state. With his free hand, he guided her thighs apart, stretching her wide.

      She arched her hips again, rocking against his hand as he moved the fabric aside and stroked her hot flesh. Her body was so responsive to his touch; she was drenched, and Jared couldn’t wait to taste her, to make her shudder beneath him.

      “I know you like this,” he whispered, sliding two fingers inside her pussy and teasing her with slow, deliberate thrusts, his thumb still massaging her clit. “But here’s another secret, love: I didn’t track you down just so I could fuck you with my hand. Open your eyes. Look at me.”

      Through heavy-lidded eyes, the woman watched Jared drag his hand out of her panties and lift it to his mouth. With a moan he sucked her juices from his fingers, reveling in her sweet taste, his cock engorged and ready. “My, but you’re exquisite.”

      “It’s not fair,” she said, her voice raspy and desperate. She slid forward on the desk and reached again for his belt. “I want to taste you. Take you in, slow and deep.”

      Jared groaned at the thought, the idea almost making him lose the last of his control. He was so tempted to give in, to let this woman have her way with him, however she wanted it. But as soon as she reached inside his boxer briefs, he pulled back.

      “No,” he said, barely holding on. His dick may have had other plans, but Jared was in control here, not the woman. No matter how turned on he’d gotten by that smart mouth of hers, by her touch, her kiss, he wouldn’t let her make the rules. “I have a better idea.”

      She flashed him a wicked grin. “Tell me.”

      He slid his fingers into her hair, cradling the back of her head as he pressed his lips to her collarbone. Tantalizingly slow, he kissed his way up the elegant column of her neck, to her jaw, and then to her ear.

      In a deep, commanding voice that left no room for debate, he said, “You’re going to open your legs for me, and I’m going to eat that pussy until you come so hard you can’t remember how to walk. Is that clear?”

      “Yes,” she panted.

      Leaning back on the desk, she fisted the fabric of her dress in both hands, slowly rolling it toward her waist as if she were unwrapping an extravagant gift, all for Jared. He ran his thumbs up the insides of her bare thighs and spread her wide, pausing only a moment to admire the view. Her panties clung to the outline of her sex, dark and damp.

      So fucking hot.

      “My God, you’re beautiful,” he said. “I can’t wait to lick your—”

      “Excuse me?”

      The call from the doorway shocked them both. They’d been so enraptured; they hadn’t even heard the guard open the door. Yet there he was, shaking his head at them like he’d just caught the cat swallowing the canary.

      Jared stood up, stepping in front of the desk to give the woman a modicum of privacy from the guard’s lecherous gaze. He couldn’t think of a proper explanation, so he kept silent, doing his best to reassemble his clothing as the woman did the same behind him.

      “You wanna tell me what the hell you’re doin’ in here?” The guard spoke with a thick Brooklyn-Italian accent, and Jared couldn’t decipher whether he was angry, shocked, or seriously entertained. “You didn’t see those big-ass ropes? This room is off-limits.”

      “We were just working through some differences,” the woman said suddenly, standing up beside Jared. She grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze, interlacing their fingers. “About the Whitfield painting? I don’t know if you saw the big showdown, but things got pretty heated in there.”

      “Come on, lady.” The guard shook his head again, his laughter loud and gruff. “I’ve seen some freaky shit at this job, but you two are a real piece. You know that?”

      “I’m sorry,” Jared said. He was still breathless, and he had to angle himself against the woman’s hip to hide his still-throbbing erection. “We got a bit carried away. My wife can be quite…” He held her gaze, tracing her lower lip with his thumb as he sought the right word. “Insatiable,” he finally said. “Isn’t that right, love?”

      “Oh, yes, dear.” She took the tip of his thumb between her teeth, teasing it with her tongue, her eyes locked on his in a naughty challenge.

      This cannot end well.

      Despite the audience, Jared’s eyelids grew heavy, the bulge in his pants hard against her thigh. There was no way around it now; he needed to dominate her. To tie her down and fuck her until she begged him to let her come.

      “Jesus H. Christ. Enough, already.” The guard thumbed toward the door. “You can’t come past the ropes, capisce?”

      “Of course,” Jared said, covertly trailing his fingers down the curve of the woman’s ass, teasing her through the fabric. She was still so wet for him, heat radiated through her panties and dress. “From now on, I’ll make sure she knows exactly where she can come.”
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      They’d walked less than a dozen steps from the guard’s line of sight before the man pulled her through another doorway, quickly shutting the door behind them.

      Ari’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness. She could barely make out his features, but heat emanated from his body, his breath caressing her hair like the softest breeze.

      “A closet?” she said, more turned on than she wanted to admit. “That’s a new adventure.”

      With strong, unyielding arms, the man pulled her against his chest, nipping at her earlobe. In a low rumble that made her thighs clench, he said, “I’ve got another sort of adventure planned for you, love. If you’re up for it.”

      Ari closed her eyes, scanning her mind for the logic that had obviously abandoned her. The smart thing would be to kiss him goodbye, leave the penthouse, and spend the rest of her life fantasizing about his all-too-brief touch, praying he never told a soul about what he’d seen.

      Don’t be stupid. He’s going to blow your cover, expose you to the security guard as soon as he gets what he wants from you.

      That was her brain’s warning, and it sounded totally reasonable.

      But her instincts said otherwise, and they’d never misled her. After years of putting herself in harm’s way on the job, Ari had learned to always listen to her body before listening to her head, and right now, with this man’s thigh spreading her legs, his fingers working deliciously down her spine, Ari’s body was screaming for his touch.

      Ari dropped her purse and kicked off her shoes.

      “I’m up for it,” she said, pushing the suit jacked off of his shoulders and reaching for his belt buckle.

      “I should warn you,” he whispered, “once I get started, I intend to see things all the way through. Are you okay with that?” He cupped her ass in his big, strong hands, pausing to wait for her answer.

      Ari didn’t like the pausing part. She liked the part where his hands were roaming her body, flooding her core with hot, molten desire.

      “Absolutely,” she said, still fumbling with his belt. It was the undeniable truth, dirty as hell, slightly illegal, and screw it—it was more than okay. Ari was a hot-blooded, consenting adult who’d gone without the touch of a man for far too long. She wanted this. No, she deserved this, a private little indulgence to fuel her imagination for all the lonely nights to come. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be than right here, fucking a hot stranger in a penthouse closet.”

      “You won’t be fucking a hot stranger, love.” The man swept his hands across her ass, dipping between her thighs from behind. “The stranger will be fucking you.”

      Before she could get him out of his pants, he spun her around and lifted her dress, fisting the fabric in one hand while his other slipped into her panties from behind. As she spread her thighs to give him access, he drove his fingers into her aching pussy, stroking her with a masterful touch that threatened to send her over the edge.

      “It seems I’ve left you in quite a state,” he said. “What should we do about it?”

      “I want you,” she said. “I want you inside me. Please.”

      “Not yet, love. First I need to touch you,” he rasped, bringing her closer and closer to oblivion. He knew exactly how to tease her, how to whisper things that left her wet and throbbing. “To taste you.”

      His deep voice, the accent, his commanding touch… her flesh was covered in goose bumps, her pussy drenched.

      “But I’m afraid we have a problem,” he said. “I don’t trust you. You’re a bad girl, sneaking past the ropes, touching things that don’t belong to you.” He thrust in deeper, faster, but then slowed down, caressing her with a tenderness that drove her mad. “How can I be sure you won’t run away?”

      “I don’t know,” she teased, thrusting backward against his hand, desperate for those fingers to go deep again, to go hard and fast. “I can be very slippery.”

      A low growl rumbled in his throat.

      “I guess you have to tie me up,” she said. “Real tight.”

      Without warning, he yanked his fingers from her panties and released her dress, his breath hot against the back of her neck. For a moment he didn’t speak, and Ari wondered whether she’d said the wrong thing, turned him off with her forwardness. Maybe guys didn’t like a woman who talked dirty, who told them exactly what she wanted, exactly how she liked to be touched.

      Her heart sank. Perhaps she’d misread him.

      “Oh,” she whispered. “I didn’t—”

      “Put your hands against the wall.” His voice was firm and severe, taking on an authoritative tone that made her nipples ache. “Now.”

      Ari placed her palms against the closet wall in front of her, pulse quickening as she followed his orders. Far from saying the wrong thing, it was as if her words had unlocked something primal in the man, a raw, dominant power that had lain dormant just beneath the surface, waiting to be unleashed by the right words, the right woman.

      Expertly he freed the satin sash from her waist, and then unzipped the dress, sliding it down to her hips. “Lose the dress.”

      She did as he commanded, wriggling until the dress fell to the floor. She kicked it to the side.

      “So fucking sexy.” He ran his hands down her arms, her ribs, her hips, setting her nerves ablaze. He was still dressed; Ari felt the bulge of his cock straining against his pants, brushing her nearly bare ass. “But I still don’t trust you.”

      “You shouldn’t,” she said. Stripped down to her strapless bra and panties, her nipples aching, her pussy dripping with desire, Ari felt incredible. Never had a man made her feel so powerful, so wanted before. However far he planned to take this game, Ari was willing to go there with him.

      “Give me your hands,” he said. “Don’t turn around.”

      She crossed her arms behind her.

      With the sash from her dress, he bound her wrists.

      Hell yes.

      She was so wet for this guy, so ready to submit to him. When he’d first surprised her in the study, her mind was on one thing—saving her cover. She’d kissed him to distract him, to buy herself a few extra minutes until she could figure things out. But the moment she tasted his skin, everything changed.

      The heat between them was off the charts. Suddenly distraction wasn’t enough—Ari needed him to take her. To utterly fucking possess her.

      A moan escaped her lips, unbidden as he tugged hard on her restraints. Everything about this man was turning into a thrill ride, a dark fantasy in which she couldn’t wait to lose herself.

      The man turned Ari around, slowly backing her against the wall. But for a thin strip of light at the bottom of the door, they were enveloped in darkness, going only by touch and sound. The air was warm and thick, heavy with the delicious, clean scent of his skin and the leather from the coats hanging beside them. Ari had never been blindfolded, but she imagined it felt a lot like being in the dark closet, all of her other senses on high alert.

      Ari’s heart beat in wild anticipation as he ran his thumb along her lower lip, then kissed her hungrily, biting and sucking, his breath hot in her mouth, the faint tang of scotch lingering on his tongue.

      She moaned in pleasure, imagining the ecstasy his deft, eager tongue could unleash on the rest of her body.

      “Shh,” he whispered. “We don’t want our friend from security coming to investigate.”

      For a moment Ari tensed, but the thought of getting caught in an even more compromised state sent a new thrill coursing through her veins.

      “Let him,” she said. “Maybe he’d like the show.”

      The man slid his hands behind her, grabbing her ass and pulling her close, grinding against her body. Ari’s knees weakened at the feel of his hard, thick cock; she’d driven him to the same intense state of desire as he’d driven her, and now she couldn’t wait to feel him driving inside her, thrusting hard and deep.

      He captured her in another passionate kiss, plundering her mouth with his tongue as his cock pressed against her belly.

      He kissed her mouth, her lips, her face, blazing a red-hot path along her jaw. When he reached her ear, in a possessive tone that flooded her core with molten heat, he said, “If you think for one minute I’d share you with another man, love, you’re sorely mistaken.”

      And then he dropped to his knees.
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      Kneeling before his passionate, beautiful goddess, Jared pressed his face to the apex of her thighs. Her scent enveloped him, driving him mad with lust. He loved those sexy black panties she wore, but now all he wanted was to rend them from her body with his teeth, to devour her hot, needy flesh and make her scream.

      But as much as he loved the idea of stripping her bare and fucking her senseless, he forced himself to take it slow, savoring her exquisite torment as he denied her release.

      “Hold still,” he warned playfully, pressing a hot kiss just below her hipbone. “Or I’m afraid I’ll have to spank you.”

      She whimpered as he traced the lace edges of her panties with his tongue. “What if I want you to spank me?”

      God, that mouth.

      “I’m open to negotiations,” he said. “Later. Right now, we need to pick up where we left off in the study.” Delicately he slipped the panties from her hips, pulling them down her toned legs. Through his touch in the darkness, he admired the muscular curves of her hips and thighs, the delicious sheen of sweat glistening on every square inch of her flesh.

      Panties out of the way, Jared grasped the woman’s thighs and spread her open, blowing a soft breath across her clit. She groaned above him, a sound he’d undoubtedly fantasize about for weeks.

      She was so wet, so ready for him, her legs trembling as he dove between her thighs and plundered her with his tongue, lapping up her sweet juices.  Even with her back against the wall, she was weakening, her body slipping into a state of pure ecstasy.

      Her climax was building, Jared driving her closer to the edge as he licked his way to her swollen clit, teasing and sucking until she could hardly take it.

      “Right there,” she whispered frantically. “Oh God, yes, yes!”

      He pulled away, blowing another soft breath between her thighs. She tugged against the sash around her wrists, but there wasn’t much she could do but submit, relinquishing control of her pleasure to the man who’d promised to take her all the way.

      “Don’t tease me,” she said. “I’m so close.”

      “You mouth says one thing, love. But…” Jared slipped his fingers inside her slick pussy, stretching her wide. “Your body says something else entirely. I think you like being teased, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      “But if you want me to stop…” He pulled his fingers out, hovering near her entrance.

      “Don’t stop,” she whispered. “Please don’t stop. I love it when you tease me. It makes me crazy, but I fucking love it.”

      “Good girl.” He plunged into her again, stroking her pussy with his fingers while he licked the hot, swollen nub of her clit, and then he pulled back, right before she collapsed into ecstasy. Each time, he returned more fervently, lavishing her with deep, forceful strokes of his tongue.

      When he finally sensed her inevitable release, he stopped his gentle teasing and kissed her pussy madly, fucking her with his fingers, harder, faster, harder, faster as he licked and sucked.

      “Yes!” she breathed, her voice a desperate whisper. “God, yes. Yes!” With a final thrust of his fingers, he brought her to euphoria, devouring her flesh as she bucked wildly against his face, her juices coating his lips, his tongue.

      It must’ve been agony for her to be so quiet, but she did it, her body trembling with the scream she’d repressed.

      Jared grasped her hips and slowly rose from the floor, kissing and licking his way from her thighs to her hips, her belly, her breasts. Through the lace of her bra, he flicked his tongue against her nipple, and then bit gently, unleashing another moan of pleasure.

      When he finally reached her face, he pressed a gentle kiss on the corner of her mouth, wishing he could see her face in the dark.

      “You okay?” he whispered.

      “More than okay, Stranger.” She leaned into him, wriggling against his body. Her hair came loose from its binds, tumbling down her back and unleashing a decadent floral scent that made his head spin. “Untie me?”

      The moment Jared removed the sash, she wrapped her arms around his neck, threading her fingers into his hair. Her touch was amazing, sending shockwaves of pleasure across his scalp, down his spine, straight to his throbbing dick.

      “I have a question,” she murmured, kissing his jaw as she worked her way down his shirt, unhooking one button after another.

      He was lost in her touch, quickly falling under whatever spell she’d intended on casting when he first caught her in the study. Maybe all she wanted was his wallet, his car keys, his passport… Jared didn’t care. Right now, all that mattered was her lips on his chest, blazing a hot trail down his abs.

      “Anything, love,” he said.

      “Why in God’s name do you have so many clothes on?” She slid the shirt off his shoulders, and then knelt before him, loosening his belt and pants, finally freeing his cock.

      Yes.

      With perfect pressure she gripped the base, her tongue swirling around the tip as she took him into her mouth, teasingly at first, and then greedily, her throat relaxing as she swallowed him deep.

      He ran his fingers into her hair, tugging it lightly, unleashing a soft moan from the woman that almost drove him right over the fucking edge.

      “You really are insatiable,” he panted. His mind was going fuzzy, heart pounding in his chest as she sucked harder, teasing his balls with one hand and stroking him with the other, her lips and tongue so smooth, so perfect.

      Christ, she feels so fucking good.

      More than anything he wanted to see her face, to watch her driving him wild with her tongue, but it was too bloody dark to see anything. Instead he closed his eyes and remembered the sight of her mouth, the way those luscious red lips had sucked on the ice of her gin and tonic. With his hands threaded through her hair, he thrust in and out of her mouth, imagining what her full lips looked like wrapped around his cock, sliding up and down his shaft.

      Fuck, he was getting close, his balls tightening at the thought of coming in her mouth, of the sound she’d make as she took him all the way down her throat…

      “I’m there,” he breathed, warning her of the inevitable, but instead of pulling away, she sucked him harder, deeper, her moans of pleasure vibrating across his sensitive skin.

      “Yes. Oh, fuck yes.” With a final thrust he came so hard he knocked down the coats hanging beside them, shuddering as the woman swallowed him, her fingers trailing gently down his thighs.

      For a long moment, neither of them spoke. It was just as well; Jared couldn’t remember how to form words, and both of them were breathless, panting wildly in the dark space of their forbidden closet.

      When the woman finally rose from the floor, Jared grabbed her by the shoulders, pushed her against the wall, and kissed her, hungry for her mouth, for her lips, for the tongue that knew exactly how to drive him mad. No matter that he’d just spent himself in a hot torrent down her throat, he wasn’t ready to let her go. How could he say goodbye without knowing how it felt to be inside her, to drive her over the edge as he fell right along with her? Already his cock was thickening again, so eager to fuck that slick, hot pussy, desperate to make her come so hard he’d ruin her for anyone else.

      She was still wearing her bra, an accessory that Jared wanted gone. With one hand he unhooked it, dropping it to the floor with everything else that had once stood between him and that delicious cunt.

      Her breasts were perfect, firm and needy beneath his touch, his lips. As the woman ran her fingers through his hair, Jared sucked her nipple hard into his mouth, grazing the stiff peak with his teeth. Her skin was so smooth and soft, like warm velvet beneath his stubbled jaw, and God he needed to be inside her—right fucking now.

      He slid his hand between her thighs, stroking her slick heat, thrilled to discover she was just as eager, just as hot.

      “If it’s all right with you,” he said, “I’m going to fuck you now.”

      The woman grabbed his wrist, leaning into him again, her tight nipples pressed against his bare chest. Her words were a hot rush in his ear. “If you’re going to fuck me, there’s something you need to know.”

      “What’s that, love?”

      She pulled him close, grinding against the swollen head of his cock.

      “I like it rough,” she said. “Don’t you dare disappoint me.”
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      Ari had never been so bold, so daring with a man before.

      Her lifestyle didn’t exactly lend itself to long-term relationships with decent men, and her ex—a documents forger that Davidson contracted regularly—had tried his damnedest to make her feel selfish for acting on her desires. For even having desires in the first place.

      But tonight, pinned to the wall by this sinfully hot Brit, Ari felt her deepest carnal yearnings blooming inside, desperate to be unleashed, aching to be tamed.

      By him.

      Thank God he came prepared.

      Stroking him until he was absolutely engorged, Ari rolled the condom onto his thick, magnificent cock, her thighs trembling in anticipation.

      “Okay?” he said.

      In response, she wrapped her leg tightly around his hips, positioning herself perfectly for a deep, delicious thrust.

      The man speared her, burying himself to the hilt, groaning against her neck as his cock filled her aching channel.

      Heaven.

      “Remind me again how you like to be fucked,” he teased, dragging his cock almost all the way out, then sliding back into her, inch by agonizing inch. Pleasure surged through her body as she took him in, her eyes fluttering closed, her thoughts drifting away like a wisp of clouds. It was so hot, so deep; she didn’t want it to end. “Soft and slow, was it?”

      “No,” she moaned, though the smooth, decadent feel of him was almost enough to change her mind. Unfortunately, time was not on their side. Ari needed him now, hard and fast, fucking her into delicious oblivion.

      Still buried deep inside her, he palmed her ass, pulling her closer as he grazed her nipple with his teeth.

      “Give it to me hard,” she said, losing herself in the pleasure of his mouth as he bit and sucked her aching nipples, her pussy clenching around him. “Hard and—”

      “Shh! Wait.” He whipped his head around, glancing toward the door. “Did you hear that?”

      Ari listened, her heart hammering in her chest as the unmistakable sound of footsteps approached the door.

      For a moment they remained still, their bodies entwined, everything inside her pulsating and tense.

      And then the world went white.

      The door flew open, flooding their dark hideaway with harsh, accusatory light.

      “You gotta be kidding me.” The security guard stood in the doorway, one hand on the doorknob, the other on his cell. Shooting them a look that could cut glass, he spoke brusquely into the phone. “False alarm. We’re good.”

      Relief flooded Ari’s limbs. Turned out there was a huge difference between the idea of getting caught having sex in someone else’s closet, and the reality of it. Thank God the guard hadn’t called in the cavalry.

      “I thought I made myself clear before,” the guard said.

      “That’s right. You did.” Her man fumbled with his pants, blocking Ari’s naked body from view. “But don’t worry. I can explain everything.”

      The guard laughed. “Pretty sure I don’t need a diagram, sir. Now get dressed, hang up those coats, and get the hell out of here.”

      He slammed the door shut, giving them a few final moments of privacy.

      Bathed again in darkness, fumbling around for their clothes, Ari and her man could only laugh.

      “I knew you’d get me into trouble,” he said, smacking her playfully on the ass.

      “Me? You’re the one who dragged me into the closet and—”

      “And what, love?” He pulled her to his chest again, his hand dipping between her thighs. She’d managed to put on her bra and dress, but her panties were MIA, giving his teasing fingers easy access to her aching core.

      “And touched me,” she whispered. He ran a finger along her clit, sliding down toward her outer lips.

      “Where did I touch you?” Gently he slipped two fingers inside, pumping her with slow, deliberate thrusts. “Here? Like this?”

      “Yes,” she sighed. “Right there.”

      “God, you’re so wet. If this was my penthouse, I’d have you tied up and spread out on my bed by now, begging me to eat this pussy again.”

      Ari whimpered, her legs shaking as he brought her right to the brink. The guard was probably just outside the door, but she didn’t care. Under his expert command, she was weightless, totally free.

      “We’ve got fifteen seconds, maybe thirty before he comes back,” he whispered, running his tongue along her lower lip as he stroked her pussy with his hand. “Can you come for me that quickly?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Please touch me. Make me come for you.”

      He thrust in deeper, pumping her with his fingers, his thumb rubbing her clit faster and faster, heating her flesh. She opened her mouth to moan, to scream, to let it all out, but he silenced her with his hand. She took his thumb in her mouth and sucked, her tongue stroking him as he finger-fucked her harder, faster, and then—

      Oh, God! She came undone again, legs shaking, her cries of pleasure muffled against his hand. He took his thumb out of her mouth and kissed her, hungry at first, and then soft, a gentle brush of lips that sent aftershocks throughout her body.

      Who is this man?

      When they finally opened the closet, they were the picture of composure.

      Well, other than the post-orgasm glow, and the sex hair, and the missing undergarments…

      The guard, who’d been waiting not-so-patiently across the hall, shook his head.

      “Christ, mister,” he said to her man. “You drop two large on a painting of wet grass, and you can’t afford to take her somewhere nice?”

      “Maybe for our next date,” the man said. He slipped his arm around Ari’s waist, guiding her down the hallway that led back to the penthouse entrance.

      The guard followed close on their heels. “A hotel? There’s lots of ‘em in this city.”

      “Good call,” the man said.

      “Maybe a cruise? Ladies love that shit.”

      “Thank you for your input.”

      “Anytime,” the guard said. They’d reached the entrance, and he punched the button to call up the elevator. “Now get the fuck outta here. And have a lovely evening.”

      Ari and the man laughed the entire elevator ride to the ground level, all the way through the lobby, and out onto the sidewalk, where they nearly collided with a hot dog cart.

      “Could this night get any more perfect?” the man asked, beaming at the cart’s telltale red-and-yellow umbrellas. To Ari, he said, “Tell me you’re hungry, and tell me you like hot dogs.”

      “Starving, and I love them.”

      “Then allow me to buy you dinner. Surely our friend the security guard would approve.”

      He ordered sodas and two jumbo hot dogs, all the fixings, just how Ari liked them. Ari didn’t see Davidson’s driver anywhere—he’d probably show up later—so with dinner in hand, they crossed Central Park West and headed into the park toward Strawberry Fields, the incessant hum of traffic soon muffled by the trees. They found an empty bench across from a young guitarist entertaining a small crowd with an old Grateful Dead song.

      “Tell me,” she said to her companion as he wolfed down his hot dog. “How does a proper English bloke like you go from spending two million on a piece of art, to eating a dirty water dog in Central Park with me?”

      “Charmed life, I guess.” He blotted his mouth with a napkin, and then flashed her that panty-melting grin. “But you left out the whole middle part of your story, love.”

      “Oh? Which part was that?” She took a bite of her dog, wrapping her lips around the end of it.

      “Yes, exactly that part,” he whispered.

      “You’re the one that left something out. Something out of me.”

      He leaned in close, his lips buzzing her ear. “I can fix that right now, if you’d like.”

      A shiver raced down her spine, settling in her core. Everything felt much more intense without her panties, and between her thighs was a pool of molten heat, still aching for his undelivered promise.

      “Not at the dinner table,” she said, shoving in another bite of hot dog to avoid saying something she shouldn’t. Something like, Take me home and fuck me. Right now.

      “You’re lucky I’m enjoying this gourmet dinner so much,” he said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      After dinner, they stuffed a few dollars into a coffee cup for the singer, and then wandered along the path, snaking deeper into the park. A gentle breeze stirred the leaves overhead, the night air cool and refreshing on Ari’s bare shoulders. It wasn’t yet the height of summer, when the city nights became unbearably sweltering and sticky, and so the park was full of people—couples on dates, bike riders, street performers. At eight o’clock in New York, the evening was still young, and she was relieved she’d made her escape before Davidson’s driver showed up.

      But as much as she’d enjoyed the spontaneous turn of events, it wasn’t long before Ari had exhausted safe topics of conversation. She still wouldn’t reveal her name, or allow him to reveal his. And she certainly wasn’t going to invent some intricate story about her family, the perfect New York childhood she’d never had.

      Even with his arm around her waist, Ari felt the distance growing between them, the walls rising up around her heart. Her body still longed for his touch, her ultimate desires unfulfilled, and she saw the same look in his eyes—dark and sensual, wondering if they might pick up where they left off in the closet. But she never should’ve let it go that far in the first place. It was a bad idea, and bad ideas usually lead to worse ones. Deadly ones.

      She hated cutting the evening short when it still had so much potential, but for now, with no foreseeable way out of the life her father had given her, she didn’t have a choice. People could get hurt. She could get hurt.

      Back on Central Park West, Ari turned to face him, sliding her hands into his thick, soft hair. He looked at her curiously, a playful question lingering in his eyes.

      Will you stay, or will you go?

      In that moment, a new weight settled on her heart.

      Regret.

      Ridiculous as it was, Ari suddenly wished she belonged to him, this gorgeous stranger. That they knew each other’s stories, that their histories were intertwined. That they always shared hot dogs and listened to musicians in the park on Sundays, and then they went home together, fed the dog, put on their favorite jazz playlist, and had deliciously naughty sex all night long. No interruptions. No hurt. No regrets.

      But that fantasy was crazier than the one that had started this thing.

      There’s nowhere I’d rather be than right here, fucking a hot stranger in a penthouse closet…

      “Thank you for dinner,” she finally said, breaking the spell. She gazed into those honey-brown eyes, unable to look away. She wanted to remember them, remember him gazing at her with smoldering, unchecked desire even as he sensed the inevitable goodbye. “I do believe you’ve changed my mind about these events, Stranger.”

      “Likewise, my troublesome, insatiable wife.” He kissed her deeply, both of them savoring the sweet intensity. God, they’d been so good together…

      No.

      Ari broke their kiss. “Alas, the honeymoon is over.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.” He hooked his fingers in the sash of her dress and said plainly, “Come home with me tonight.”

      I would fucking love to.

      “Go home with a stranger?” she teased. “On a school night, besides? That’s rather naughty.”

      Never before had she felt such a palpable battle between the angel and the devil on her shoulders, each one making its own extremely compelling case.

      “I promise I’ll be a very, very good boy,” the man said, pressing his lips to her neck.

      “A good boy? That doesn’t sound like fun at all.”

      “I was being a gentleman.” He moved up to her ear, leaving a trail of kisses on her skin. “I don’t think you’re ready to see my bad side.”

      Fuck. Ari was so ready to see his bad side. To see any side.

      But she just couldn’t.

      “Enticing as your offer sounds,” she said, pulling away and putting a little distance between them, “I really can’t. I’m sorry.”

      And she was, too. More than he’d ever know.

      “In that case,” he said, “I do hope our paths cross again soon.”

      “Perhaps.” Then, flashing a final mischievous grin, she held out her hand. “I need my panties back, thief.”

      “Your panties? Ah, now that’s where you’re mistaken, love.” He tapped his breast pocket and gave her a wink. “These belong to me now.”

      “Fair enough.” She captured his earlobe between her teeth, whispering hotly against his flesh. “Since my pussy belongs to you now, too.”
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      By the time Ari awoke in her late father’s Park Avenue penthouse the next morning, she had sixteen texts and four voicemails from Davidson, each one more frantic than the last. Psycho.

      She clicked the remote to open the blinds, welcoming the early morning sunshine into her master suite. Davidson’s messages had a way of sucking all the heat out of a room.

      I trust you didn’t run into any complications last night.

      Surprised not to see you after the event. My driver tells me you weren’t there.

      Hey. Call me. I just need to know you’re okay.

      He practically owned her, and they both knew it. The fact that he still tried to play the concerned friend card was a total mind-fuck.

      Just how he liked it, the bastard.

      No problems, she replied. Sorry to go off grid. I was exhausted last night. Crashed early.

      His response was instantaneous. Lunch at 1, usual place.

      It wasn’t a request. It never occurred to Davidson that she might have other plans. A doctor’s appointment. Errands. Or, God forbid, a lunch date with someone she actually liked.

      Looking forward to it! she replied. Despite her frustrations, it was better for everyone if she stayed in Davidson’s good graces—especially when she planned to deliver bad news.

      After tossing and turning all night, Ari still hadn’t found a way to soften the blow about last night’s failure. She’d been at the penthouse for hours, and all she had to show for her efforts were sinfully aching breasts and a missing pair of panties—definitely not the kind of information she’d be sharing with Davidson.

      God, last night…

      Harmless fun. That’s all it was supposed to be. Some dirty, seductive talk and a little rough sex to make her forget her problems—and to make her mystery man forget he’d seen her snooping in the study.

      She certainly wasn’t supposed to wake up thinking about him, replaying all the ways in which his incredible touch had made her come more intensely, more passionately than anyone in her life. And they hadn’t even gotten to the real good stuff.

      He’d bought her a hot dog, for God’s sake—with onions. The least sexy food on the planet. Yet here she was, getting hot and wet again at the memory of his voice. Her toes curled as she fantasized about his expert command, the confidence with which he’d taken her in the closet. Fierce, determined. A man who could make her laugh one minute, bring her to her knees the next. A man who knew how to handle her, how to give her exactly what she needed…

      Don’t go there, Arianne.

      She threw off her duvet, shaking off the lingering memories as she headed for the shower. Last night was over—it didn’t matter. That man, like so many good things in her life, was already the past, gone before she’d even had a chance to know what she’d be missing.

      Right now she had more pressing matters to deal with, like figuring out how to handle Davidson.

      Her search of the study last night may have been deliciously interrupted, but she’d seen enough to know that the family had nothing to hide—they were broke. Wouldn’t make a difference to Davidson, though. Every time Ari turned up empty-handed—something that was happening more and more lately—he accused her of holding out on the crew. Of dishonoring her father’s legacy. Of not having her head in the game.

      The thing was, nothing could be further from the truth. She was all about the game, just like her father had taught her.

      But ever since her father died carrying out the biggest heist the crew had ever planned—ever since Davidson had forbidden her from looking for the man who’d double-crossed them—maybe Ari just couldn’t play by the same rules anymore.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Someone had a good night.” Tasha Howard, Ari’s 19-year-old sister, breezed into the kitchen with a grin that lit up the room, her blond ponytail swishing across her shoulders. “And that someone needs to spill it.”

      Ari’s cheeks burned. “If you call schmoozing with a bunch of museum stiffs a good night, I feel sorry for your future boyfriends.”

      “Are your pants hot?” Tasha asked. “Like, on fire?”

      Ari nearly choked on her coffee. “Excuse me?”

      “Because you’re such a liar!” Tasha poured herself a coffee, dumping in about half the sugar bowl and enough milk to turn it beige. In a singsong voice, she said, “I know your faces, Ari. And that is not the face of a woman who spent the night on the clock.”

      “You’re a regular private eye, aren’t you?”

      At the huge granite-topped breakfast bar, Tasha took the seat next to Ari, stirring her coffee with trademark Tasha exuberance, spoon clinking against the mug like a bell. “Was he cute, at least? What’d you guys do?” She took a sip of coffee, and fixed Ari with a penetrating glare. “I’m not leaving this room until I get the scoop. Starting with the dude’s name.”

      I need more coffee for this conversation…

      Unlike Ari, Tasha was an open book. She talked in her sleep, sang in the shower, thought and daydreamed out loud. She did everything out loud, full blast, no holding back. Ari admired that about her, but it also made her feel like a fraud. There was a lot of information Tasha didn’t know about Ari’s life, and as much as Ari loved her sister, she needed to keep it that way.

      The girls had different fathers, and since Ari’s mother split when she was young, she didn’t even know Tasha existed until their mother had tried to get some money out of Ari’s father.

      When he finally broke the news that Ari had a younger sister, she was unfazed. She was twelve years old, and her father and the crew were the only family she’d ever known—the only ones she needed. Besides, it’s not like her mother wanted anything to do with her. As far as Ari was concerned, her mother could take her new family and go straight to hell.

      But about a week after her father’s death, Tasha showed up unannounced on Ari’s doorstep, shivering and hungry, eyes wild with the kind of desperate, bone-deep fear that no 14-year-old should ever know.

      Of course Ari didn’t recognize her, but in her backpack, shoved in with a bunch of tattered clothes and a dog-eared romance novel the girl had found on the bus, was an envelope with Ari’s name and address. The letter inside was from their mother.

      It was full of bullshit about wanting a better life for Tasha, about how wrong she’d been to keep the sisters apart, but the truth was much more sinister. Mom was using again, and her dickbag junkie boyfriend-of-the-month had driven Tasha to the Greyhound station in Jacksonville that morning, getting her a one-way ticket to New York.  “Don’t come back,” the boyfriend warned. “You’ve upset your mother enough. Nothing left for you here.”

      “I understand if you don’t want me,” Tasha had said to Ari. “But maybe I could have a sandwich or something? Then I can figure something else out. Please—I just need to eat.”

      Ari’s life may have been fucked up, but she’d never been hungry. In that moment, it didn’t matter that Ari was born into a life of crime, that Tasha was a stranger, that her own mother was a stranger. Ari vowed right then and there that as long as she was alive, her sister would never know that kind of helpless fear again.

      Five years on, she was still doing her best to keep Tasha safe, to give her a good life.

      Unfortunately, that required a few little white lies. And a few major ones, too. About Ari’s job. Her boss. Where the money had come from.

      Where it’s still coming from.

      “The dude’s name,” Ari said now, “is already forgotten.”

      “So you did have a date! I knew it!” Tasha cocked an eyebrow, a cute little trick she’d recently mastered. “Did you get any?”

      “Nope.” Ari forged on, feigning defeat. “It sucked. Everything about the guy sucked.”

      In more ways than one…

      “Bummer,” Tasha said. “Maybe you should update your dating profile? I mean, no offense, but ‘museum consultant’ doesn’t exactly scream ‘I’m awesome and spontaneous and totally down for sexytimes.’”

      Ari rolled her eyes. She’d deleted that “profile” about fifteen minutes after Tasha set it up for her last year. Her sister’s heart was in the right place—she’d been worried about Ari after things finally crashed and burned with the documents forger, a man Tasha believed was an insurance salesman.

      But Ari couldn’t explain it to Tasha. Online dating? Even if Ari was a legitimate museum consultant, a girl with a normal job and a regular life, how could she find the kind of man she wanted through an online dating app? The kind of man who could take her to the edge, test her limits, talk dirty to her all night long, and then wake her up with soft kisses and breakfast in bed?

      Did that kind of man even exist?

      Ari loved the idea of trusting her pleasure to a strong, dominant man, but she’d learned the hard way that those men—real men, the ones who’d know how to take care of her—were few and far between. Her ex talked a good game, but when it came down to it, he preferred to demean rather than dominate. For him it was all about ego, and whenever Ari tried to express her needs, he shut her down—sometimes by withholding sex, other times with a cruel joke, or even public humiliation. The last time she’d tried to talk dirty, push the boundaries a bit, he’d called her a whore. Slapped her hard on the mouth, drawing blood and leaving one hell of a bruise.

      That was nearly a year ago. She hadn’t shared his bed since.

      Ari’s mind drifted back to the closet, back to her sexy-as-hell Brit. Last night was incredible, a forbidden rendezvous that’d left her wanting so much more. But that’s just what it was—a forbidden rendezvous. A one-time fantasy that never should have gone beyond the closet. In fact, it never should have happened in the first place.

      “Tasha,” Ari said, “I appreciate your concern. Really, I do. But I’m done dating. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

      “In bed?” Tasha teased.

      “Anyway,” Ari said firmly, “what about your night? How’d the English final go?”

      The word “English” sent another unbidden spark through Ari’s insides. She would’ve loved to dish details about last night’s steamy little interlude, but when it came to her “work” events, Ari had a strict need-to-know policy, and Tasha didn’t need to know. As far as Tasha was concerned, her big sister was a consultant who spent a lot of time looking at old paintings and helping people buy and sell family heirlooms. There were more than a few shades of gray in that definition, but for now, Ari needed to keep the specifics to herself.

      Specifics like how his strong, talented fingers had put her vibrator to shame…

      “Aced it,” Tasha said. “The professor thinks I might be a good candidate for his advanced literature seminar in the fall. He only takes ten students—mostly seniors—and you have to be invited to even apply. If I get in, I’ll be the first sophomore ever admitted.”

      “Tasha, that’s amazing!” Ari beamed. She was so proud of her sister. Tasha’s education—her entire future—was the reason Ari did what she did, and nothing made her happier than hearing about her sister’s hard-earned achievements. Despite a rocky childhood, Tasha had worked her ass off in high school, earning a scholarship to Hunter College in the city, which she supplemented with a coffee shop gig to cover the extras. She was even taking classes in the summer, trying to get some of her basic coursework done early while she figured out what she wanted to study.

      Ari might not have had the opportunity to go to college, to follow a path of her own choosing, but she’d be damned if she wouldn’t give that to her sister. Tasha was the best thing in her life, and she deserved the world. There was nothing Ari wouldn’t do to protect her little sister. To make her happy.

      “This calls for a celebration,” Ari said, already rummaging through the cupboards.

      “But I didn’t get in yet! I won’t know until the end of summer.”

      “You’ll get in. I know it.” Ari pulled out the flour, sugar, and a bag of chocolate chips. “Banana chocolate chip pancakes sound okay?”

      “Uh, yeah? But what about work?” Tasha asked.

      Ari shrugged. “I can go in later.”

      “We should’ve planned this better! I’m on the lunch shift at Perk,” Tasha said, reaching for her cell. “Lemme see if I can get Darcy to switch—she owes me.”

      “Don’t worry about it, I’ve got a lunch thing anyway.”

      Tasha’s smile slipped. “Oh. No problem.”

      Ari hated that she’d put that disappointed look in her sister’s eyes, but she understood all too well where it had come from. Between Tasha’s classes and Ari’s crazy job, the girls had barely shared a meal all month, let alone spent any quality time together.

      “Hey,” Ari said. “I can’t get out of lunch, but why don’t we go out tonight, just the two of us?”

      Tasha brightened. “For real?”

      “Definitely. We’ll grab dinner somewhere, maybe see a movie?”

      “Let’s go to Bryant Park!” Tasha said, bouncing on her toes. “They’re showing Sleepless in Seattle tonight. We can do a Shake Shack picnic.”

      Ari dumped the chocolate chips into a bowl, her anxiety about Davidson melting away. After all the craziness last night, a picnic and outdoor movie with her sister was exactly the kind of chill girls’ night out Ari needed. “Brilliant. I’m in.”

      Tasha hugged her from behind as she leaned in to steal a chocolate chip. “What did I do to deserve you?”

      Ari smiled.

      You showed up, she thought. And you stayed.
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      That fucking closet was going to haunt him for the rest of his retched life.

      Jared couldn’t even hang up his suit coat in his office this morning without his dick getting hard—a situation that would become problematic if he didn’t do something about it.

      Like find that woman and bring her home for the night, tie her to the bed, and show her exactly what she’s been missing out on her whole life.

      Jared sighed. He was the one missing out. Last night he’d let her walk away without a fight, and now he’d probably never see her again.

      Maybe it was for the best.

      Behind those seductive hazel eyes, that woman was a deep vault of secrets. Nothing about her was innocent, and with everything else going on in his life right now, Jared didn’t need that kind of trouble.

      But God, how I want it…

      Sipping his coffee, Jared stood before his 40th floor office windows and took in the view, a vast sea of skyscrapers that stretched from his building in Tribeca up to the northern edge of Manhattan. In the distance, the top of the Chrysler Building gleamed beneath a gorgeous sapphire-blue sky, making it nearly impossible for his foul mood to linger.

      At least she didn’t walk away with the Whitfield.

      “Rough night, mate?” Evan Drake, Jared’s business partner and best friend, barged into his office with the usual lack of decorum. “You look like hell.”

      “And you look like someone who thinks he can show up without an appointment.”

      “So rude, right?” Evan made himself at home, kicking back in Jared’s leather executive chair. “Yet you never make good on those threats to fire me.”

      Jared scrubbed a hand over his face. “Bit of a long night, is all.”

      Long was an understatement. Trouble or not, the woman from the auction had gotten to him. Badly. No matter how many cold showers and stiff drinks later, he couldn’t get her out of his system. Even a morning run around lower Manhattan couldn’t clear his head. The feel of her velvety skin, the sounds she’d made as she writhed in his arms, the taste of her still lingering on his lips… He’d taken charge of her pleasure. Commanded her, just like she’d wanted. But everything about her had invaded his senses, and now he couldn’t get her out of his mind.

      The memories of their rendezvous made his cock strain against his pants.

      “What’s her name?” Evan asked. When Jared didn’t respond, Evan laughed. “I’ve known you since your first wank, Blackwell. You think I don’t recognize your morning-after look? Must’ve been one hell of a row.”

      “Stop talking,” Jared said, “unless you’re looking for a severance package.”

      Evan laughed again. “You know I’m right.”

      Of course he was right. They’d grown up together in Bristol; their families had been chums for a century. When Jared finished business school in New York and told Evan about his plans, Evan didn’t ask questions. He simply booked the next flight from Heathrow to JFK.

      And together, from their humble beginnings in a shite Chelsea storefront shoehorned between a highly questionable Indian restaurant and an even more questionable no-name drug store, they’d built FierceConnect, an online social gaming platform with 500 million worldwide users.

      “You’re a git, that’s what you are,” Jared said with a smirk, settling into the chair across from Evan.

      “Does this mean we’re not talking about her?”

      Jared shot him a warning glare.

      “Keep your secrets, then. But here’s something that’ll put your dick on ice.” Evan tossed a folder across the desk. “Hastings hired a new firm. They’re requesting a lot more access than the previous chumps.”

      Jared flipped through the file, a series of legal briefs outlining the types of information Hastings’s new watchdogs wanted: SEC filings, P&L statements, trademark and patent filings, interviews of key staff, and the worst part—a bunch of informal meetings and get-to-know-you dinners.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jared dropped the file, running his hands through his hair. Investigations were standard procedure during mergers and acquisitions—FierceConnect had been through them with every last one of the dozens of software companies they’d bought over the years, all to ensure the deal was aboveboard and the companies were a good match—but this felt downright invasive. Meetings? Dinners?

      On Evan’s strong suggestion, Jared had already invited all of the Hastings executives and their spouses to the fundraiser he was hosting this weekend—a fiasco of an event that was also one of Evan’s strong suggestions—and now they wanted more face time?

      “No,” Jared said. “Absolutely not.”

      “No choice, I’m afraid.” Evan grabbed Jared’s coffee mug, helping himself to a drink. “Not if you want the acquisition to happen.”

      “Did you just put your filthy mouth on my favorite mug?”

      Evan raised his pinky alongside the mug, and in a high, formal voice, said, “I wouldn’t be stooping to such pedestrian levels if you’d been a proper host and offered me refreshment upon arrival.”

      “How about a beating upon arrival?” Jared smiled. He’d never known Evan to be in a bad mood, even when Jared was doing his best to push his friend’s buttons. But despite Evan’s cheery disposition, the gorgeous weather, the sunshine streaming in through his floor-to-ceiling windows, Jared couldn’t shake his funk.

      “Talk to me, Jared,” Evan said. “What’s got your knickers in a twist?”

      “Why are these guys jerking us around?” he asked. “They’ve seen our numbers. They know we’ve made every acquisition profitable, and with very little staff reduction. What are they worried about?”

      “Come on, mate,” Evan said. “Hastings is old money, conservative as hell—especially for a dot-com. The old man doesn’t want his son to sell off the family business to—”

      “To a nefarious ne’er-do-well? Tell me about it.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “Exactly why you’re not the nefarious ne’er-do-well in the room.”

      “Touché.” Evan offered a small smile, and then drained the last of Jared’s coffee. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any biscuits?”

      “Christ.” Jared rose from the chair to fetch the box of cookies he kept hidden in a file drawer.

      Despite their sparring, Jared was grateful as hell for the guy. Not only did he keep the business in the black, he put up with Jared’s moods, and he’d stood by him through all manner of hard times. Namely, when Jared’s engagement crashed and burned last year, and the ex—a well-known Broadway performer who’d marked Jared’s first and last foray into celebrity dating—gave a tell-all interview to the trashiest rag in the city, spilling details about their relationship, about Jared’s personal life, about his business, and most infuriating—a whole lot of shite she’d simply made up.

      Public relations nightmare was putting it mildly.

      The phone rang for months, tabloid reporters and photographers stalking him at home, at work, on his morning run. Dating was out of the question; with his face splashed across the tabloids at every newsstand in the five boroughs, Jared couldn’t go anywhere without being recognized.

      There was nothing to do but ride it out, Evan working overtime with their PR firm to smooth things over, doing his best to keep Jared in good spirits—not an easy task. Eventually the scandal faded, the media piranha ready to gorge themselves on a new victim. But even now, more than a year later, the headlines haunted Jared’s memory. The English Patient: Is FierceConnect tycoon fit to rule the roost? Sources say no. And, Online gaming king gets ‘pwned’. And Jared’s personal favorite, Broadway baby says billionaire Brit is nefarious ne’er-do-well.

      Jared handed over the cookies.

      “Very kind of you, thanks,” Evan said. “So… free advice?”

      “Remind me again what I’m paying you for, exactly?”

      “Play the game, mate. Just until the acquisition goes through. Then you can go back to being that reclusive billionaire jackoff we know and love.”

      “You’re a prince, Evan. A real fucking prince.”

      “You’ve got to make an impression at the fundraiser, Jared. A good impression. That’s why you’re hosting it.”

      “I don’t like hosting parties.”

      “I don’t care what you like.” He grabbed a cookie from the box and shoved it into his mouth, powdered sugar coating his lips. “Louse it up, and these guys will walk. We’re not the only ones interested. Wow, are those lemon biscuits? They’re wonderful. Don’t mind if I have another, do you?”

      “We don’t even know if they’ll show.” Jared pressed the intercom for his assistant. “Paulina, do we have an update on the final head count for Friday?”

      Seconds later, she poked her head into the office. “Two hundred and sixty-one confirmed tickets sold.”

      “And the Hastings people?”

      “They’ve all RSVP’d.”

      Jared rubbed his temples. “I don’t suppose we’ve any regrets?”

      “Not one.”

      “Fuck me.” His foul mood was back with a vengeance, rapidly turning into a headache that drilled right through the base of his skull. All those people, parading around his house, poking at his things, taking selfies in his sculpture garden. Sneaking into the closet for a night to remember…

      “Don’t they have anything better to do?” Jared snapped.

      “What did you expect, Mr. Dark and Mysterious?” Evan asked. “They all want a little look-see behind the curtain.”

      “I shouldn’t have put in that infinity pool.”

      “I tried to tell you,” Evan said.

      “People are drawn to money like flies on shit,” Paulina said. “Rich flies. On solid gold shit. But still, I stand by the metaphor.”

      Jared looked at his assistant in the doorway. He’d hired her right out of college, best decision he ever made. Ten years later, she was still his most valued employee—she practically ran the whole place, and unlike most of the other women in his life, she’d never betrayed his trust.

      “Paulina,” he said, “if you and Johnny had children, would you ever send them to a preschool that cost more than a university?”

      Paulina laughed. “Oh, sweetie. If we had kids, we’d send them to your house. You have a pool.”

      On the desk, Jared’s phone beeped with an appointment reminder.

      “That’d be your one o’clock,” Paulina said. “I’ll call for your car. And make sure you’re back for your two-thirty with Mr. Hastings.”

      “Thank you, Paulina.” He’d almost forgotten about the two-thirty. The old man’s pain-in-the-ass son wanted to meet with Jared for another walkthrough of the acquisition, an exercise in futility that would involve a lot of corporate-speak like “help me understand the narrative” and “I’m just not seeing the whole vision, Mr. Blackwell.”

      Total fucking waste of time.

      “Alright.” Evan rose from the chair. “I’m heading out too.”

      “Great. Does this mean I can have my chair back? And my desk? And my goddamn coffee mug?”

      “Of course, your highness. I’ve got a lunch date—Ella from marketing. Wish me luck.”

      “Workplace romance?” Jared said. “Now there’s a right terrible idea.”

      “Who said anything about romance? I’d be happy with a shag in the copy room. Or maybe in the boss’s office, since he’ll be out.” Evan leaned across the desk, scooping up the last cookie and smacking Jared twice on the cheek. “In the mean time, I trust you’ll behave yourself?”

      Jared flashed a wolfish smile. “Mr. Drake, when am I not a perfect gentleman?”

      Evan waited until he was safely out the door before he replied. “Would you like my response in an e-mail, a photo essay, or a spreadsheet with sortable columns?”
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      “To say that I’m disappointed is an understatement, Arianne. Really.” Davidson drained his martini and set the glass hard on the patio table.

      Ari shrunk, hoping no one else in the restaurant’s small outdoor seating area was listening in.

      “I know. I’m… I’m sorry.” She cringed at the scared sound of her voice. It didn’t matter that she’d learned how to crack a safe by the time she was fifteen, or that she could spot a fake Dutch Master at a hundred yards, or that she’d amassed more knowledge of art history than most PhDs and museum curators twice her age. Davidson and the others on the crew—Lilah, Will, Trick, Keens—had watched her grow from a wobbly toddler into the woman she was today, but in Davidson’s presence, Ari would always feel like a silly little girl getting underfoot while the adults planned their next big heist.

      She was also Arianne Holbrook, daughter of the man who’d supposedly betrayed his whole crew and gotten himself killed. And that, more than anything, made Ari a prime target for Davidson’s rage. Especially when she turned up at their meetings with bad news.

      Through a cool, gentle voice that belied the anger flashing in his eyes, Davidson said, “You understand that your last several outings have been… less than informative.”

      Ari swallowed the knot in her throat, willing herself not to cry. “How is that my fault?”

      Davidson slammed his fist on the table, making her jump. The people eating at the table behind them looked over.

      Great. The last thing she wanted was another scene at Beyoglu. Just a ten block walk from home, the Turkish café used to be one of her favorite lunch spots on the Upper East Side, but ever since Davidson had declared it their “usual” place, she hadn’t been back on her own. He’d embarrassed her in front of the staff too many times for that. Now, whenever they arrived together, the hostess always sat them outside.

      “I’d advise you not to take that adolescent tone with me,” he said, which Ari found ironic, considering he’d never really stopped treating her like an adolescent. His voice was eerily calm, but anger rippled from his body in waves.

      Ari was on dangerous ground. Pulling off a successful heist wasn’t like the movies, where everything came together seamlessly over a pack of cigarettes, a few cartons of Chinese takeout, and a music montage. It took weeks—even months—of careful, tedious preparation involving blueprints and public records searches, background checks on the property owners, surveillance, onsite intelligence gathering, payoffs of household employees and security technicians, identity theft, document forging, route planning, in-case-of-injury planning, contingency planning, and yes—lots and lots of Chinese takeout.

      Lately, Davidson had been relegating Ari to fact-finding missions at private auctions and events, bringing her in later, cutting her out earlier, sharing fewer secrets. Sometimes she wondered if he believed that she was involved in the infamous double-cross. That maybe betrayal ran in the Holbrook family.

      Ari stifled a shiver. If she didn’t do something to regain his trust soon…

      Don’t think like that. He needs me. Everything is going to be just fine.

      “You’re right,” she said calmly. “I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m as frustrated as you are. The family from last night? They’re basically broke. Almost everything valuable went to auction, probably long before last night. And they didn’t—”

      Ari shut her mouth as the waiter approached.

      “Get some appetizers,” Davidson said. “Whatever you want.”

      Ari had already lost her appetite, but she ordered the hummus to make him happy, along with her favorite lunch platter and some baklava she’d take home for Tasha. After making her feel like a child, Davidson’s second favorite hobby was picking up the check—the bigger the better.

      They never talked about money, but despite the fact that her job didn’t exactly offer a salary and benefits, and that most of her father’s liquid assets were stashed in offshore accounts she couldn’t access, the $5,000 monthly maintenance fee on her father’s penthouse always got paid, the lights stayed on, and no matter how often she charged up the credit card, Arianne never once saw a bill.

      Tasha may have gotten a scholarship to college, but when it came to everything else? Ari knew damn well who was taking care of them, and it wasn’t some rainy-day insurance policy her father had set up.

      Davidson didn’t mind the elephant in the room, though, as long as it was his elephant. It gave him power over her, a fundamental control that guaranteed she’d never, ever leave him. Never mind what she wanted, what she thought was right. Ari didn’t know how to do anything else.

      Worse, she didn’t have the courage to try.

      She’d helped plan complicated, dangerous heists, evaded the FBI—hell, she’d even been stabbed once. But none of that mattered, because when push came to shove, Ari was a coward. Afraid to look in the mirror. Afraid to live.

      Without the life her father had built for her, the person he’d molded her into, what did she have? What did she know?

      Watching Davidson shove bread and hummus into his greasy mouth, Ari knew the truth: without Davidson and the crew, Arianne Holbrook didn’t exist.

      It was that simple. And if she ever doubted it, Davidson would be right there to remind her.

      “Look, Ari,” he said now, a glob of hummus stuck on the corner of his mouth. “I know there are no guarantees in this business. But you’re striking out on every case.”

      “It’s this economy,” she said. “People can’t afford all the flash. They’re selling, not buying. Even the old families are downsizing.”

      “Not all of them.” Davidson had that look in his eye, a greedy, dangerous  gleam that Ari knew well.

      “Word is, someone dropped a pretty penny on a Hans Whitfield last night.”

      Ari nearly choked on her Turkish coffee. When she caught her breath, she said, “That’s right. Two million, as I recall.”

      “He’s already made arrangements to donate the piece to the Jewish Historical Society.”

      “What? How do you know?”

      Davidson smiled without showing his teeth, which meant he wouldn’t reveal his source. After Ari and Davidson, there were three men and one woman officially on crew, but Davidson had an entire network of seedy freelance associates, every one of them jockeying for position, falling over one another just to make themselves useful. Ari wasn’t surprised that he’d already heard about the painting. In this city even the rats had ears.

      “You get a look at the guy last night?” he asked.

      Ari shrugged. “Another billionaire in a suit. They all look the same to me.”

      But they don’t all feel the same…

      Her thighs clenched beneath the table as she tried in vain to stave off the memories of last night, the ghost of his passionate touch still burning her skin.

      “Arianne.” Davidson reached across the table, caging her hand in his icy grip. “Are you listening to me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Look at me.” When she finally met his eyes, he said, “Why do I sense that this job isn’t a priority for you anymore?”

      Ari tried not to squirm as shame and anger waged war in her chest.

      Fuck you and your fucked-up priorities.

      Ari had only one priority—her family. That meant taking care of Tasha and keeping her out of this dreadful life, and—if she could find a way to make it happen—clearing her father’s name and nailing the guy who killed him. The latter should’ve been a priority for Davidson, too, but he didn’t see it that way.

      Davidson may have been pissed about Ari’s lack of progress on the job, but she was pissed, too. Pissed that her parents had brought her into this world with no intention of helping her become a legitimate, tax-paying adult. Pissed that no one seemed to know what had happened to her father. Pissed that no one had bothered to find out.

      It was her father’s inside guy, everyone had always believed. A man none of them had ever met. Her father—who ran the crew and had the overriding vote on all matters—had vouched for him, bringing him in at the last minute to do a big job in the West Village. The mark was an extensive art collector, and the cache they’d targeted was valued at about $70 million on the street.

      Dressed as contractors, Ari’s father and the guy went in alone, with Davidson and the others in strategic positions throughout the city. Ari was at Davidson’s apartment, coordinating the whole thing through an elaborate system of coded text messages they’d worked out in advance.

      The men had made it in, made it out, made it through the Holland Tunnel.

      But that was the last anyone had heard from them. They never showed up at the rally point in Jersey.

      Hours turned into days. Ari and Davidson were frantic, the rest of the crew looking to them for answers they just didn’t have.

      A week after the heist, her father turned up dead in an abandoned tire warehouse in Trenton.

      The art he’d boosted—along with the inside guy—didn’t.

      There was no evidence found at the scene of her father’s death, nothing to tie him to the theft. The police said that it was a gang hit, gunshot to the head, wrong-place-wrong-time kind of thing. But that was bullshit. People like Ari’s father never died from being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Davidson and the others were convinced it was an inside job, the worst kind. That Ari’s father had double-crossed them with his man, only to have it all go south on him.

      In his life, Ari’s father had been a lot of things. A master thief. A violent drunk. A cheating husband. Even a murderer, at least one time that Ari knew about. But he was a loving father, and unwaveringly loyal to the crew he’d handpicked from the best guys he’d ever worked with. Unwaveringly loyal to Ari. He was not a traitor.

      Unfortunately, no one else agreed.

      “It is,” Ari said now. “It’s totally a priority. I’m just… I wish I could catch a break, you know?” Ari’s vision blurred with unshed tears, but she refused to cry in front of this man. Crying wouldn’t get the job done, and it certainly wouldn’t win her any favors with Davidson. “It’s just a bad luck streak. I’ll break it. I know I will. So whatever you need me for, I’m there.”

      “Good.” He finally released her hand. “I needed to hear that.”

      The two finished their meal in silence, Ari picking at her food while Davidson shoveled it in by the forkful, pausing occasionally to leer at women passing on the sidewalk. After his third martini, Davidson finally wiped his mouth, and then tossed the blue cloth napkin over his plate. “I want you to head over to the JHS. Nose around, see if you can find out anything on our mysterious donor.”

      “Today?”

      “Unless you have something better to do?” Davidson narrowed his eyes, a slow smile spreading across his face like a cancer. “How’s Natasha, by the way? It’s been so long since we’ve all had dinner together. Maybe I’ll call on her for a visit. I think she’d like that.”

      Ari trembled inside. That’s all it took. The hint of a threat, a subtle reminder that Davidson knew exactly what mattered most to Ari—and exactly how to leverage it.

      “JHS, right? Already on my way.” Ari rose from her chair and leaned in to kiss his cheek. “Thanks for lunch. I’ll call you with an update later.”

      “Do that.” He waited until she’d reached the corner before speaking again, calling her so loudly that everyone else on the sidewalk turned to look. “And Arianne, dear?”

      She turned to face him, forcing a smile despite the bile rising in her throat, the shake in her limbs.

      Davidson held up a to-go container, his grin making her skin crawl. “You forgot Natasha’s baklava. Shall I deliver it to her myself?”
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      A hard-on was the last thing Jared expected to get from his meeting at the JHS, but when he saw the woman standing at the information desk, all bets were off.

      Impossible.

      He’d been obsessing about her all day, and suddenly there she was, leaning against the desk with her beautiful ass calling to him like a beacon. She was dressed casually this time, a V-neck blouse and dark jeans that hugged every delicious curve, but it was definitely her. The chestnut hair, the delicate features, that confident, take-no-prisoners stance. He’d recognize her anywhere.

      But what the bloody hell is she doing?

      Jared never did find out why she’d been snooping around the penthouse last night, and now she was here, snooping around the museum just after his meeting with the curator about the Whitfield.

      It couldn’t have been a coincidence.

      Without making himself known, Jared crept up behind her, eavesdropping on her conversation with the information desk attendant.

      “Let me check,” the attendant said, paging through files on her computer. “Desolate… Desolate Rains. Okay, here it is. Acquisition is still pending, but yes, if all goes smoothly, it will be displayed in our permanent collection later this fall.”

      “Is there any other information you can give me?” his woman asked.

      “It says here that the painting was one of a series looted during the Second World War,” she said. “From—”

      “Poland’s National Art Institute,” the woman said. “Yes, I’m quite familiar with the painting’s history.”

      So was Jared. The Whitfield was long thought destroyed. Since he’d heard a rumor of its reappearance in the States three years ago, Jared had been working closely with the museum to locate it, the promise of his donation years in the making. He doubted the family he’d bought it from had any clue about its history.

      “I’m afraid that’s all the information I have right now,” the attendant said. “But you’re welcome to check back again next month. The curator should have more details about the exhibit by then.”

      “What about the donor?” his woman asked.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. That’s confidential. The donor has asked to remain anonymous.”

      “I might be able to answer your questions,” he said, finally revealing himself. “The donor and I have quite a history together.”

      The smile on his woman’s face as she turned toward him nearly melted his heart. She tried to hide it quickly, to mask her surprise at seeing him, but the damage was done, and the verdict was in.

      She was just as happy to see him as he’d been to see her.

      “Hello, Trouble,” he said.

      “Hi to you, too, Stranger.”

      “Come with me.” He led her into a secluded alcove behind the membership desk, desperate to get her alone. It wasn’t exactly private, but Jared didn’t hesitate to pull her close.

      “Are you following me, love?” He teased her skin with his lips, leaving a trail of light, fluttery kisses along her jawline. She was so warm and soft, every inch of her begging for his touch.

      She smells so fucking good…

      “This is…” She trailed off, her eyelids fluttering closed.

      “One hell of a coincidence?” Jared said. “Also, not too bad for a Monday.”

      She sighed in his arms, but the momentary excitement of their reunion was already fading. He could see it in her eyes, in the determined set of her jaw as she pulled away from his kiss.

      “Okay.” The woman cleared her throat and put a hand on his chest, holding him at arm’s length. “This is really not a good idea.”

      Liar.

      Jared took a step backward, giving her space.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you’d planned on donating the Whitfield?” she asked.

      “It was supposed to be anonymous,” Jared said. “Besides, love. You didn’t even want to know my name, remember?”

      “I still don’t. I was just surprised to hear about the donation, especially after what you paid. It seemed like you really wanted the painting.”

      “I did.”

      “Just to give it away?”

      He shrugged. “That painting never should’ve ended up on the private market. It’s a cultural treasure, and it needed to be returned.”

      She considered his words, her brow furrowed.

      “You don’t believe me,” he said.

      “It’s not that. I’m just… surprised.” She adjusted the handbag draped over her shoulder, catching the neckline of her blouse and revealing the lacy edge of a pink bra. “Most guys wouldn’t give up a trophy like that. Especially without taking credit.”

      “Is it so hard to believe that I’m a nice chap?”

      The woman laughed, a sound that Jared wasn’t willing to walk away from again. He wanted to hear it in the morning, coming from his shower. Or his bed. Or the kitchen table. Or the terrace…

      “I don’t know any chaps that nice,” she said.

      He took a step toward her, closing the distance between them again. “Doesn’t mean we don’t exist.”

      “Even though you’re totally staring at my tits?”

      “What can I say? I’m a nice chap who happens to love your tits. Especially with that pink lace number you’ve got going on there.” He traced a line down the center of her breast, her nipple hardening in the wake of his touch.

      The woman smiled again, a look that felt more like an invitation than a goodbye, but then her face darkened, and she pulled her blouse back into place. “I… I should go. It was lovely seeing you again, Stranger.”

      “Just a moment there, Trouble.” He grabbed her hand, hoping it was enough to keep her here, at least for a few more seconds. “Is that why you’re here? To find out what I did with my painting?”

      “I’d heard a rumor it was being donated. So yes, I came down to confirm.”

      “You came all the way down here,” he said, running his thumb along the palm of her hand, “for something that could’ve been confirmed with a phone call? I don’t think so.”

      A blush crept across the woman’s exposed neck and cheeks, setting her hazel eyes in sharp contrast. “Enlighten me with your theory, then.”

      “I think,” he said, bringing his lips to her ear, “you were hoping to run into me.”

      “Why would I want to run into you?”

      “Unfinished business.”

      When the woman didn’t deny it, Jared released her hand, his fingers moving to her curves, skimming the sides of her firm, beautiful breasts. She let out a soft sigh as his thumbs grazed her nipples, diamond points that rose again at his touch.

      Christ, what he’d give for a closet right now, a stolen moment to finish what they’d started last night. He ached to lick her, to suck her until she moaned for him.

      His cock stiffened at the thought.

      “You sure about that?” Her voice was shaking, her heartbeat ragged behind that thin pink bra.

      “Oh, yes. It keeps you up at night,” he whispered, gently nipping her ear, her neck. “Wondering what might’ve been. What it would’ve felt like with my cock sliding into your sweet pussy, teasing you all night long, hearing you beg for release.”

      The woman swallowed hard, her pulse throbbing. “Is that what keeps you up at night?”

      “Since I met you? Absolutely.”

      But the truth was, it was more than that. Sure, Jared had tried to convince himself it was just the interrupted sex, that maybe if he would’ve fucked her properly last night, he wouldn’t be obsessing about her today.

      But seeing her in the daylight, her bright smile, the heady way she looked at him after he’d whispered those dark, sexy words in her ear… It was more than physical. There was something about this woman that got to him. That made him want to know her. All of her.

      Fuck, she’s right. This is a terrible idea. Walk away, asshole. Just walk away, and forget you ever laid eyes on her.

      “We met less than twenty-four hours ago,” she said.

      “And I haven’t slept a wink. You?”

      She looked up at Jared through long, feathery lashes, her eyes dark with a desire so unchecked it sent an electric jolt straight to his cock.

      “Same,” she whispered. “But I… No. I really should go. I have to meet—”

      “I’m going to ask you a question,” he said, encircling her wrists with his fingers, “the answer to which will determine how the rest of this plays out.”

      Goose bumps rippled along her arms. When she spoke, her voice was tentative, her gaze dreamy and faraway. “Okay.”

      “Do you want me to walk away?” He nodded toward the exit. “If you tell me to do it, I’ll walk out that door and forget we ever met.”

      “But—”

      “It’s a simple question, love. Do you want me to leave?” He cupped her face in his hands, her silky hair tickling his fingers. It was impossible not to remember pulling on that hair while he fucked her mouth last night, sliding into the back of her throat as she sucked him in deep. He’d still tasted her on his skin this morning, on his lips, on his fingers, and all he could think about was seeing her again, stripping her bare, spreading her legs wide, and plundering her pussy with his tongue, stroking her until she collapsed from exhausted pleasure.

      Now, standing so close that his breath stirred her hair, he looked deep into her eyes, whispering one last time against those luscious pink lips. “Yes, or no?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      Yes, or no? After a picnic dinner of cheese fries and vanilla shakes, Ari lounged on a blanket in Bryant Park with Tasha, alternately watching the movie and wondering if she’d done the right thing.

      In the hours since she’d run into the man at the museum, she’d gone from yes, to no, to hell no, and was currently hovering around “worst mistake of her life” territory. But as much as she hated to admit it, the moment her phone lit up with a text from her newest contact, that “hell no” turned into a “holy orgasmic yes” in a heartbeat.

      STRANGER: Miss me, love?

      ARI: Hmm. I’ve been keeping myself occupied.

      STRANGER: Literally or figuratively?

      ARI: Use your imagination.

      STRANGER: I’m sitting at home doing just that. Where are you?

      ARI: On a date. So go away.

      STRANGER: You’re on a date, but you’re texting me?

      ARI: YOU’RE texting ME.

      STRANGER: And yet…

      ARI: You’re impossible!

      STRANGER: So I’ve been told. I must’ve made quite a second impression if you’re still ignoring your date for me.

      ARI: I’m not ignoring her!

      STRANGER: HER? Now things are getting interesting…

      ARI: OMG, my sister! And before you say another word, I already know she’d think you’re a total creep.

      STRANGER: I’m not interested in your sister, love. But for the record, do YOU think I’m a total creep?

      ARI: Maybe. :-)

      STRANGER: Come on! What kind of creep buys a girl a fancy hot dog on their first date?

      ARI: Seriously? hot dogs are the creepy man’s trademark. And that wasn’t our first date. More like #4.

      STRANGER: I see you’ve given our relationship a lot of thought.

      ARI: You’re the one who called me your wife.

      STRANGER: Married within an hour of meeting. Yet, sadly, a relationship mostly unconsummated. Sounds like a made-for-telly movie.

      ARI: Pro tip, hot stuff. If you want your wife to put out, take her to a hotel. Or on a cruise. I hear the ladies love that shit.

      STRANGER: You’re dreadful!

      ARI: Sooo not what you said last night.

      STRANGER: You’re just lucky I couldn’t find any closets in the museum. Today might’ve turned out a lot differently for both of us.

      ARI: Pretty cocky for a man sitting home alone while his wife’s out on a date.

      STRANGER: :-( At least tell me what you’re wearing, Trouble.

      ARI: You already know what I’m wearing. You saw me wearing it earlier, remember?

      STRANGER: How could I forget? Seeing your ass in those tight jeans distracted me so much I missed my 2:30 meeting. So tell me again.

      ARI: *shrugs*

      STRANGER: Well. You’re not very fun tonight.

      ARI: Really? Even though I’m not wearing panties?

      STRANGER: !

      STRANGER: !!!

      ARI: I bet the rest of the guys here think a girl who goes commando to a movie screening in a public park is LOTS of fun. Maybe I should take a poll?

      STRANGER: Just so we’re clear, I’ll kill the first man who answers that question.

      STRANGER: Wait… does this mean you weren’t wearing panties at the museum?

      STRANGER: Still there?

      ARI: Yes, sorry! Movie. Just got to my favorite part.

      STRANGER: What movie?

      ARI: Sleepless in Seattle. Empire State Building scene. BRB.

      STRANGER: I knew it! You’re a hopeless romantic. A sexy-as-hell, hopeless, panty-less romantic who drives me—

      “You are so busted!” Tasha swiped the phone from Ari’s hand, her eyes glowing with mischief as she scanned the screen.

      “Give it back, Tasha.”

      “Is this Mr. Already Forgotten?”

      “No. It’s just… a guy from work.” Ari reached for the phone, but Tasha wouldn’t relent.

      “I can’t believe I’m watching this romantic-as-hell movie while my sister’s sitting here sexting some internet guy like it’s no big deal.”

      “What? I am not! And he’s not an internet guy. He’s… I told you, it’s a work thing.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Tasha glanced down at the phone, her expression souring. “Eww, you’re not wearing panties? Ari!”

      An older couple on a blanket in front of them turned around to give Ari the evil eye.

      “Tasha!” Ari whispered. Her cheeks burned, but Tasha only giggled.

      “He thinks you’re romantic,” she whispered. “Obviously he doesn’t know you very well. Oh, he just sent a new one!” Tasha glanced again at the phone, her eyes narrowing as she read the latest message. “What the fuck? Now he just sounds like a psycho.”

      “Give me that.” Ari checked the screen.

      No more games, Arianne. I need you here ASAP. Nonnegotiable. Find a cab—my driver is unavailable.

      It wasn’t her man. It was Davidson.

      “It’s the boss,” Ari said, unable to keep the disappointment from her voice.

      Tasha rolled her eyes. “Great. I already know he’s a psycho.”

      “Don’t say that. I’m lucky to have this job.”

      Everything okay? she texted.

      Be here in 30 minutes, Arianne. We need to talk about your future.

      The skin on Ari’s neck prickled. She’d completely forgotten to report in on her museum findings, and after the lunch meeting disaster, she knew she was on thin ice. There was no telling what he wanted from her now.

      “Isn’t it about time you ditch that gig?” Tasha asked. “You’re super smart, talented. Why stay in a crappy job when you can probably find something awesome?”

      “It pays really well, Tasha. I can’t just walk away.”

      The movie credits were rolling, but the sisters were still drawing nasty looks from everyone around them.

      “So that’s the most important thing?” Tasha asked. “Money?”

      “It is when you don’t have any,” Ari whispered. “And that’s not something I want you to worry about. Ever. Okay?”

      It wasn’t the first time they’d had this argument, and Ari knew it wouldn’t be the last. But for now Tasha dropped it, gathering up their trash and helping Ari fold the blanket.

      “I need to catch a cab,” Ari said. Davidson lived in a massive steel-and-glass tower in the no man’s land between Chinatown and the Financial District, arguably the most inconvenient location in Manhattan. Getting there in thirty minutes was about as likely as finding that awesome new job Tasha thought she deserved, but she had to try.

      Tasha nodded, linking her arm with Ari’s. “Come on, I’ll wait with you. Forty-Second Street?”

      “Let’s try Fifth,” Ari said. On Fifth she could at least wait in front of the library, one of her favorite buildings in the city.

      They packed up the rest of their things and threaded their way through the Bryant Park crowd. Traffic on Fifth Avenue was a nightmare—every yellow cab that passed was already occupied.

      “Figures.” Ari sat on the library steps, gazing up at the stately marble lions that had guarded the entrance for more than a hundred years. In their familiar company, she relaxed.

      So many people thought that living in New York was exactly like a movie, where everyone was fabulous and rich, spending their evenings at A-list restaurants with dollhouse-sized meal portions and rude waiters, or hopping from club to exclusive club, or—at the other end of the spectrum—getting drunk on cheap beer and stumbling through Time’s Square.

      But for Ari, more than the restaurants, the clubs, the music scene, the tourist traps, the best places in New York were the ones that had survived the centuries. Libraries, museums, universities—the places that showcased and archived humanity’s great achievements, the things that would continue to inspire awe, even when people themselves no longer could.

      Ari blew out a breath. Even as her own life descended into chaos, at least she could count on her beloved lions, always here to remind her that no matter what mistakes she made, some things endured.

      And maybe she would, too.

      “What are you thinking about?” Tasha asked.

      “Patience and Fortitude,” Ari said.

      “What?”

      “The lions? Those are their names.”

      Tasha finally smiled. “You’re a nut. Hey, a cab! Come on.”

      In a flash Tasha bolted to the street, hailing the cab as Ari ran to catch up.

      “Have fun with the bossman,” Tasha said. “I’ll be at home working on your resume.”

      “Work on your own, Miss Dean’s List.” Ari climbed into the cab and waved goodbye, telling herself for the millionth time that she’d find a way out of this life eventually.

      But it wasn’t going to be tonight.

      “Fulton and Water Street,” she told the driver. “As fast as you can.”
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      There was a snake in Davidson’s living room. A snake with dull gray eyes and spiky, over-gelled blond hair who leered at Ari with a mix of desire, possessiveness, and pure hatred.

      “Arianne,” the man said. His breath hissed through the gap between his front teeth, giving her an icy chill. “You’re looking well.”

      “Vincent.” It was all she could give him—his name. Even a year later, the sight of her ex still made her skin crawl. It probably always would.

      “Glad you could finally join us,” Davidson said, handing Ari a gin and tonic. She’d arrived fifteen minutes late, and he’d seated her next to Vincent, probably as punishment. Now he took the chair across from them, pinning her with a steely gaze. “Tell me about the painting.”

      Ari sipped her drink, buying herself a moment to think. Davidson was definitely angling for something, but it wasn’t information about the Whitfield—he could’ve just asked about that over the phone. None of the crew members were here. It was just Vincent, a freelancer they’d met a few months after her father’s death. The others didn’t think much of him—in fact, Lilah had never quite forgiven Ari for getting involved with such a lowlife—but Davidson still used him regularly for fake passports and customs forms for the artwork they fenced overseas.

      So what the fuck is he doing here now, looking at me like he wants to devour me whole?

      “Arianne?” Davidson pressed. “The painting?”

      Ari shrugged her shoulders, downing another gulp. “Nothing much to report. Just a donation, like you said. Info on the donor is confidential, but everything seemed on the up-and-up.”

      Davidson shook his head. “Doesn’t sound right. Why would someone pay that much for a painting just to donate it?”

      “I don’t know.” Ari hid her smile, remembering what the Brit had said. “Maybe he’s just a nice chap.”

      He laughed, a machine-gun chuckle that hurt her ears. “Oh, sweetheart. Didn’t the old man ever teach you there’s no such thing?”

      “Guess we didn’t get around to that lesson.”

      “No, I suppose not.” Davidson rose. “I need another drink. Why don’t you two catch up a bit.”

      The moment he left the room, Vincent was practically on top of her, stroking her arm with his cold fingers, sniffing at her skin, trying to kiss her. “I missed you so much, baby.”

      She curled in on herself, shrugging him off.

      “Aw, don’t be like that.” Vincent trailed a finger along her cheek, his tongue darting out between his lips in a way that was anything but sexy. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you, you know. All those nasty things you wanted to do. You remember, baby.”

      “Huh. Not really,” she said. “Guess I’ve moved on.”

      “Guess you’re still a stuck-up cunt.”

      “Never doubt it,” she said. Ari couldn’t believe she’d ever fallen for this guy. The thought of his hands on her body, his crunchy hair, his sloppy tongue in her ear as he grunted like an ape…

      “Come on, Ari. I’m just playing with you.” Vincent’s gaze traveled over her body, stopping to rest at her crotch. Ari held back a shiver. “You still want it. I can tell by those tight jeans you wore for me.”

      “Don’t touch me, Vincent,” she said. “I mean it.”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t think you do.” He shoved his hand between her thighs, pinching her crotch through the jeans. “That’s a good little slut. Just like—what the fuck, bitch!”

      Vincent recoiled, his clothes soaked in Ari’s gin and tonic.

      “I told you not to touch me, asshole. Do it again, and I’ll do something more…” This time, she let her eyes linger on his crotch. “Permanently uncomfortable.”

      Davidson called out from the kitchen around the corner, “Everything all right in there?”

      “Fine,” Ari said with a smirk. “But I need another drink. And your boy Vinny needs a towel.”

      Davidson finally returned with the drinks and a kitchen towel. He took one look at Vincent, moping at the far end of the couch, and laughed. “I see the reunion is going well.”

      “Smashing. So, what’s on the agenda tonight?” Ari asked, forcing a smile. She wasn’t interested in reunions or social calls. She just wished Davidson would get to the point. He loved the cloak-and-dagger bullshit, but after five years of following his orders, Ari was tired of his games. She’d bailed out on girls’ night with Tasha, turned off her phone during a perfectly delicious text volley with the Brit on the cab ride up, endured the filthy, unwanted advances of her sleazy ex—the least Davidson could do was get to the fucking point.

      “Something has come to our attention, Arianne.” Davidson held her gaze for a moment, a dead stare that put ice in her veins.

      No. There’s no way he could’ve found out. Right?

      “What’s that?” She chugged her drink, willing her heart rate to slow.

      “We may have a new assignment for you. But Arianne, believe me when I say there is no room for error on this one.” He sipped his martini so delicately it looked like a kiss. Over the rim, he exchanged a glance with Vincent that Ari couldn’t decipher. “We need to be certain you can handle it. We have… concerns.”

      We? So he and Vincent are a ‘we’ now?

      “So this is about another job?” she asked. “What about Keens and those guys?”

      Davidson and his pet snake shared another cryptic glance. He said, “This is more of a… a side project. We’re counting on your discretion.”

      Ari nodded, forcing herself not to squirm. She knew better than to challenge Davidson or go behind his back to the others, but this kind of secrecy was bad news. Even more than her usual attack of conscience, none of this felt right—something on which both her intuition and her brain agreed.

      “Are you interested in hearing the details?” Davidson asked.

      What I’m interested in, you son of a bitch, is dumping this drink in your face, setting you on fire, and shooting your charred corpse out of a cannon over the East River.

      “Of course,” she said brightly. “What’s the job?”

      Vincent handed her an envelope from his inside jacket pocket, still warm from his body heat. “Shindig upstate on Friday night. You’re an attorney attending at the behest of your client, who sends her regrets.”

      Ari opened the envelope and thumbed through the contents: a satellite map of a sprawling estate in Annandale-on-Hudson, a ticket to the event, info about the host, and a few thin details about her temporary identity.

      “What am I bidding on?” she asked.

      “No bids,” Vincent said. “This one’s a fundraiser for some children’s art charity. A thousand bucks a plate, too. You’d think they could afford to adopt those fucking rug rats.”

      “You shelled out a grand for this?” Ari raised her eyebrows. “This must be a pretty sure thing, then.”

      Davidson sprayed her with his machine-gun laugh. “A grand? Fuck, no. That ticket is Vincent’s handiwork.”

      A forgery. Great. Let’s hope they’re not checking these against the guest list.

      “According to our sources,” Davidson said, “the estate is one of only a handful of private residences in the hamlet. It’s furnished extensively with rare artifacts and art dating back to ancient times.”

      “The guy also collects vintage cars,” Vincent said.

      “Sounds like you’ve got this one locked down.” Ari stuffed the paperwork back in the envelope and tossed it onto the coffee table. “What exactly do you need me for?”

      “We need confirmation from the inside,” Vincent said. From a leather folio, he pulled out a stack of surveillance photos and a detailed floor plan of the house. “We’ve got a good handle on the external points of entry,” he said, pointing out the red Xs marked around the perimeter, “but we don’t know the precise security situation, or how many people have access to the place. Preliminary surveillance reports suggest two groundskeepers, a cook, and at least three housekeepers on a rotating weekly schedule, and only occasional guests. We’re pretty sure the alarm system was upgraded in the last year, too.”

      He showed her a photo of a security company van, a pair of contractors standing next to it in the driveway. Ari wondered if the contractors were on Davidson’s payroll, too.

      Either way, with all of that intel, it was clear that Vincent and Davidson had been working on this for months—maybe even longer.

      It was just like them not to involve her in something big until they needed her for bait. That’s all she’d ever be—a pawn. If anything went south, she’d be the first to go down, and no one else in Davidson’s employ would ever worry about her ratting them out.

      Even more than the money, the penthouse, the credit card bill he paid without fail, Tasha’s life would always be Davidson’s true bargaining chip, and everyone in the room knew it.

      “In addition to the security details,” Davidson said, “we need more info about the cache itself. We’ve traced a lot of artwork to this location, but we can’t be sure exactly what’s there. When we go in—not if, but when—we need to be prepared for anything. We won’t get another shot.”

      Ari took the folio from Vincent, giving everything a closer look. The property featured a 6,000-square-foot mansion situated at the edge of 10 acres, with stunning views of the Hudson River and Catskill Mountains beyond. There was also a massive garage, a garden guesthouse, and several smaller outbuildings, everything pristine and perfect.

      A ridiculous amount of property for one man.

      If Ari needed to make a quick escape, her only recourse would be to run on foot, hide out in the surrounding woods until she could phone for backup.

      Worse, fundraisers required a lot more social interaction than auctions. With no main event to keep people occupied, everyone wanted to talk and network and generally pry into one another’s business—all things that could get her noticed, particularly if the hosts were familiar with most of the other guests. She’d have to really be on her game, and Vincent’s “attorney” cover story was too complicated, to easy to screw up.

      It was a lot to consider.

      But like all of Davidson’s “requests,” refusing wasn’t an option.

      “I want a driver,” she said. “He’s got to stay within a mile of the home at all times.”

      “Already arranged,” Davidson said.

      “I’m not sitting in weekend traffic on I-87, either. Get me a room for Thursday night.”

      “Consider it done.”

      “I’ll need a new dress.”

      “Of course.”

      “Shoes and accessories too.”

      “I’d expect nothing less.” Davidson sipped his drink, smiling at her over the rim of his glass. “Any other demands?”

      “Just one.” Ari closed the folio. “After this job, I want a vacation. Three weeks in Spain, all expenses paid. And that’s for me and my sister. Nonnegotiable.”

      Davidson narrowed his eyes at her, but he was already nodding. “Do the job right, and you’ll be rewarded in kind.”

      It was as close to a yes as she was going to get from him.

      “Count on it,” she said.

      “We’ll do just that.” Davidson handed her the envelope with her fundraiser ticket, map, and details about the host. The rest of the documents in the folio—the sensitive stuff—would stay locked in Davidson’s safe.

      She shoved the envelope into her purse, glancing once more at Vincent. He was watching her like a hawk about to devour its prey.

      “I’m so glad you’re getting in bed with us on this,” Vincent said.

      Other than the forged ticket and surveillance details he’d provided, she couldn’t figure out why he was here.

      “What’s your involvement, exactly?” she asked.

      He reached across the couch and squeezed her knee. “I’m your driver, baby. Just you and me, like old times.”
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      The cool, white sheets of the bed were the best invitation Ari had gotten all night.

      After insisting on escorting her into the elevator, Vincent had spent the entire 50-floor ride down groping and pawing at Ari’s breasts, pressing her against the wall like a dog in heat. He’d stopped just short of climbing into the cab with her, and that was only because she’d slammed the door in his face before he’d gotten the chance.

      A long, hot shower helped calm her nerves, and now Ari sank into her luxurious down pillows, hoping to put that part of the evening squarely in the rearview.

      But the oblivion of sleep wouldn’t take her, her thoughts racing through the details of the fundraiser, the cover story she’d have to embellish, the risks she’d have to anticipate, the contingency plans, the backup contingency plans. With Vincent as her driver, she couldn’t leave anything to chance.

      After an hour of tossing and turning, she finally got out of bed, clicking the remote to open the blinds. Thirty stories below her windows, the streets of Park Avenue pulsed with life, the car horns a muted symphony through the glass.

      She wondered if her man was awake. He’d said he lived and worked in Tribeca, a neighborhood she couldn’t see from her place on Park. As the cabs raced by below, she imagined getting into one of them, the driver ferrying her downtown to the stranger’s apartment, straight into the blissful pleasure of his touch.

      The cell phone taunted her from the nightstand, silent and black, nothing but pure, untarnished potential. Before she could talk herself out of it, she grabbed the phone and pulled up his number.

      ARI: Hi. Are you awake?

      STRANGER: Yes. And thinking of you, actually.

      ARI: What a coincidence. ;-)

      STRANGER: What are you doing Friday night?

      ARI: Hey, rule breaker! We said no dating.

      STRANGER: It’s not a date. It’s a party. A terribly boring party. Please come.

      ARI: Why would I come to a terribly boring party?

      STRANGER: Not come TO. Come AT.

      ARI: Again with the assumptions!

      STRANGER: We’ll have access to at least a dozen closets.

      ARI: Hmm… this party is sounding less boring by the minute.

      STRANGER: So… it’s a non-date, then?

      ARI: :-( I’m sorry. I really can’t. Work thing.

      STRANGER: Cancel.

      ARI: I wish. Rain check?

      Ari froze, her fingers hot over the phone screen. Why did she just ask him for a rain check? When she agreed to exchange numbers at the museum, it was her decision to forbid anything more than casual contact—and even that was risky. But in the heat of the moment, his lips pressed against her neck as they huddled together in the alcove, she hadn’t thought it through. All she’d known was that she couldn’t let him walk out that door.

      Her phone lit up with his reply.

      STRANGER: I’ll hold you to it. The hot dog cart just hasn’t been the same without you.

      ARI: :-) I’ll bet. Ok, gotta go. Time for bed.

      STRANGER: Alone?

      ARI: Wouldn’t you like to know?

      Seconds later her phone vibrated with a call. STRANGER flashed on her screen, sending a thrill to her core.

      Don’t fucking answer it. Just hit ignore, delete his number, block him…

      “Hello, Stranger,” she said.

      “Yes,” the man said.

      “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, I would like to know. I would very much like to know if you’re in bed alone.”

      “I am,” she admitted. “Unfortunately. And before you get your hopes up about what I’m wearing, it’s just boxer shorts and an old T-shirt from—”

      “Take them off,” he said. “Now.”

      The command, so firm and delicious after all their earlier jokes, made her instantly hot. She set the phone on the bed and stripped off every last scrap of fabric. She thought about closing the blinds, but decided against it, her body basking in the glow from the neighboring towers. With her bedroom lights turned off, no one could see inside, but the thought that someone might be watching anyway sent a forbidding thrill to her core.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’m here.”

      “Are you naked, love?”

      “Yes.” She lay back on her bed, stretched out over the top of her soft down comforter, grateful that her sister’s suite was clear on the other side of the penthouse. “Naked and alone, spread out on this huge king bed, and I’m very, very wet.”

      “Jesus,” the man said. “Do you have any idea what I’d do to you if I were there right now?”

      “I’m a little hazy on the details.” Ari was playing with serious fire, but she couldn’t stop. Honestly, it wasn’t just the museum run-in. She hadn’t stopped thinking about him for more than five minutes since he’d bought her that first drink at the auction. He’d made her laugh, and then he’d touched her in ways that no other man had ever dared, making her ache with a desire that still pulsed hot through her veins.

      Her fantasies would never let her be free of him.

      She didn’t want to be free of him.

      “Tell me,” she whispered, her hand trailing over her belly, down to the soft mound below. She stroked a finger lightly over her clit, shocked at how wet she really was. “Tell me what you’d do to this pussy if you were here right now.”

      He groaned in her ear, a deep vibration that made her nipples rise into stiff points.

      “Are you touching yourself?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you touch yourself last night, all alone in that great big bed without me?”

      “Yes,” Ari moaned, her fingers slipping gently inside. “I thought of you, your face buried between my thighs, fucking me with your mouth.”

      “That’s precisely what I’d do to you. I’d tie you to the bed first, though, good and tight, just so you couldn’t sneak away. Then I’d lick every inch of your flesh, sucking and tasting until I had my fill, until you were writhing on the bed, begging me to let you come. Would you like that, love?”

      “So much,” Ari breathed. She stroked her clit, slipping her fingers in and out of her pussy, coating herself in her juices. With her eyes closed she pictured his face, his lips, imagining them sucking her nipples, licking a path down her belly with hot, delicious strokes. “You have no idea.”

      “You’re getting close—I can hear it in your voice.” He moaned softly, a sound that raised goose bumps on Ari’s skin as she drove her fingers inside, then out, massaging her clit in slow, tantalizing circles as the sound of his voice made her even wetter.

      She was almost there, her muscles clenching, her heart beating wildly as she stroked faster and harder…

      “That’s it, gorgeous,” he purred. “I want you to come hard for me, come like it’s my tongue between your thighs, sucking that exquisite—”

      “Yes! Oh god, yes!” She exploded, panting into the phone as she came undone with a force she’d never before experienced through her own touch. It took her a minute to come back down, and when she finally did, her man was still on the phone, waiting patiently for her return. In the neon blaze of the city lights, her skin glistened, her body spent and relaxed.

      “I wish you were here,” she whispered, an admission that felt more needy than sexy, but Ari didn’t care. She did wish he was there, lying next to her in that great big bed, whispering about the naughty things he wanted to do to her. Kissing her. Holding her close as she drifted into a dreamless, worry-less sleep.

      “Me, too.” The stranger’s breath was slow and even, his voice gentle when he finally spoke again. “Sweet dreams, love.”
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      An hour into the party, Jared stood on the patio overlooking the river, contemplating drowning himself in that godforsaken infinity pool.

      No one had cancelled, no one was fashionably late, and no one would give him a moment’s peace in his own home. He’d answered enough inane questions about the house to fill an entire issue of Architectural Digest, smiled at dozens of terrible jokes, nodded sympathetically through another lengthy debate about Manhattan preschools, and warded off no less than three propositions, two of which were from married women whose husbands were also in attendance.

      This, Evan Drake, is why I don’t favor parties.

      Worse, while the Hastings people, museum staff, and variously intolerable New York socialites oohed and ahhed over his art collection, drank his Champagne, fawned over his vintage cars, and ingratiated themselves in ways civilized human beings should find utterly embarrassing, all Jared could think about was the woman.

      He hadn’t seen her since the JHS run-in, but they’d talked on the phone every night this week, save for last night—he hadn’t been able to reach her. It had become the best part of Jared’s evenings, alternately making her laugh and making her come, sending her into the best kinds of dreams.

      He hadn’t mentioned the party again. In fact, there was a lot he hadn’t mentioned. She wanted to keep things simple, no attachments, nothing too deep. And as much as he wanted to know more about her, to see her, to feel the soft touch of her velvet skin beneath his lips, to drive his cock into her tight, gorgeous pussy, he didn’t want to push. Not like that.

      He still didn’t even know her name.

      So fucking hot.

      “Mr. Blackwell, there you are,” a voice called from behind, shattering his perfect visions.

      Jared took a swig of his scotch as he turned to face the guy—one of Hastings’s lower-level execs whose name Jared could not for the life of him recall.

      “Good evening,” Jared said cordially, reminding himself to be nice to his guests, even if they had followed him outside and broken into his most private, pleasurable moments. “I hope you’re enjoying yourselves. Dinner will be served within the hour, I’m sure. Have you tried the Champagne?”

      “It’s great. Everything’s great.” The guy—Tom or Todd or Tim something—tossed his arm around his companion, a woman who looked like she’d rather be manhandled by just about anyone else. “I’d like you to meet my wife, Jen.”

      Slipping out from her husband’s grasp, the wife extended a slim arm, her handshake cold and insincere. “You have a lovely home, Mr. Blackwell. And these gardens are so lush!”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “That painting in the foyer, is that a Chantuille?”

      “Chanteaux,” he said. “Blackbirds in Flight.”

      The woman elbowed her husband. “Told you.”

      “My wife, the art major,” Tom-Todd said.

      The woman placed her hand on Jared’s forearm, slinking further away from her husband to give Jared what she probably thought was a furtive look. “I’m wondering if you might find a moment to show me around later? I’d love to see the other pieces in your collection.”

      “Ah, another time, perhaps,” Jared said, grateful to see Evan approaching. “Lovely to meet you, Jen. The garden paths are well lit—feel free to explore.”

      “Won’t you join us?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry. If you’ll excuse me, it seems another matter requires my attention.”

      “Oh, of course.” She forced a smile as Jared walked right between them, making a beeline for his friend.

      Without waiting for Evan to speak, Jared grabbed his arm, dragging him through a side door that led into the massive garage.

      The scent of car wax, motor oil, and rubber tires calmed his nerves, the stately presence of his cars a familiar comfort. Thankfully, he and Evan were alone.

      “Don’t let anyone else in the garage tonight,” Jared said, bolting the door. “I don’t want them breathing on my cars. I already caught the old man trying to take the Rolls Royce for a joyride.”

      “Hastings still has a driver’s license?”

      “No, the old codger. He doesn’t. Thankfully I got to him before he found the keys.”

      Evan clapped him on the shoulder, his smile unwavering. “Sounds like you’re having a splendid evening, just as I predicted. Have you had enough to drink, mate?”

      “Just so you know,” Jared said, “I’m holding you personally responsible if any of these prats steal the family jewels.”

      “Aren’t your family jewels in England? With your family?”

      “It’s a figure of speech, Evan. Don’t test my patience.”

      “You don’t have any patience. But if it makes you feel better, I don’t think your guests are thieves. After all, they’ve paid handsomely for the privilege of your company.”

      “That’s fine, as long as you understand it’s coming out of your paycheck if they are.”

      “You need a drink,” Evan said.

      Jared tipped back his glass, an ice cube clanking against his teeth.

      “Here, have mine.” Evan handed over his scotch. “I insist.”

      Jared downed it quickly, grateful that Evan always seemed to know exactly what he needed, right when he needed it. He set the glass on a wooden shelf behind them, taking a deep breath. “All the bloody yakking. The smiling. I don’t like it.”

      “But it’s for a good cause,” Evan said.

      “Why couldn’t we just write them a check?”

      “I’m not talking about the children’s museum,” Evan said. “I’m talking about Hastings. Despite your best efforts, and the fact that you wouldn’t let the geezer drive your car, it seems his board members are quite enamored of you.”

      “Is that so?” Jared asked. He’d never admit it to Evan, but the news filled him with relief.

      “Word is, Mr. Blackwell, you’re the dog’s bollocks.”

      “That’s a step up from nefarious.”

      “Indeed.” Evan’s brow furrowed. “If only they could figure out why you’re still single.”

      “Any theories?”

      “Oh, the usual. Deep emotional wounds, fear of commitment, only child syndrome, take your pick.”

      Jared laughed. “I’ve got five siblings, you git.”

      “I’m just the messenger.” Evan clapped him again on the shoulder, giving him an encouraging squeeze. “Come on. If we don’t get back inside, they’re bound to notice and come looking for you.”

      “I hate this, you know,” he said. “And I especially hate you. Worst idea you’ve ever had.”

      “You say that about all of my ideas. Especially the ones that work.”

      “This time I really mean it.”

      “Great! Now that we’ve got that sorted.” Evan opened a door that led into the huge stainless steel kitchen, bustling with caterers and bartenders. “Come on, then.”

      Jared followed Evan inside, and then punched in the alarm code, securing the garage behind them.

      “The first course will be served in one hour, sir,” the head chef said.

      “Perfect,” Jared said. “Thank you. Everything smells delicious.”

      After fixing themselves another round of drinks, the men weaved though the crowded kitchen and formal dining room, Jared doing his best to avoid eye contact while Evan deflected the overly talkative guests. By the time they reached the expansive open foyer, Jared was feeling marginally better about the evening.

      Evan had been right; the guests were having a grand time, laughing and chatting amongst themselves, enjoying the hors d'oeuvres and drinks his caterers delivered on elegant black trays. Now that they’d seen Jared at home, perhaps the Hastings people would feel a bit more at ease about their potential relationship. And of course, the Children’s Museum of Art would be able to do some great work with the proceeds from tonight’s dinner.

      As much as Jared hated to admit it, he was glad Evan had suggested hosting the event. Despite his anxieties and general aversion to putting his private life on public display, Jared couldn’t imagine the evening being a more smashing success.

      Until the greeter ushered in a late-arriving guest, and Jared’s heart nearly jackhammered out of his chest.

      Standing in the foyer, dressed in a slinky black dress that slid over every delicious curve and elegant satin gloves that reached her elbows, was one very devious, sexy-as-sin, hazel-eyed woman.

      His woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Ari gave herself ten more seconds to stop feeling sorry for herself and get her head in the game.

      Never mind the Brit’s sexy voice, or the fact that she’d missed out on it last night, way too nervous about the impending job to answer his calls or texts.

      Never mind Vincent’s filthy hands, how she’d fought him off the entire drive up from the city.

      Never mind that she’d hardly gotten any sleep, jolting out of bed at every creak and groan, convinced Vincent had found a way into her bedroom, just as he’d threatened.

      Never mind that she’d lied to Tasha, convincing her that the boss was sending her on an overnighter for an important conference, an event she couldn’t miss.

      Ari took a steadying breath, willing herself to forget it all. None of it mattered. Tonight, right now, standing in this gorgeous mansion in the shadow of the Catskill Mountains, Ari just had to finish the job.

      Get in. Get the intel. Get out.

      And above all, don’t get noticed.

      After checking the hallway to confirm no one had followed her upstairs, Ari slipped into a bedroom and shut the door behind her, confirming what her observations of the first floor had already implied.

      This guy is loaded.

      She hadn’t even done a thorough sweep, but she’d already determined it to be exactly the kind of exclusive, eclectic cache Davidson had predicted: Paintings from the Italian Renaissance, Russian avant-garde, and contemporary works the owner had likely commissioned directly from the artists. Exquisite New Kingdom jars and statues made of Egyptian alabaster and faience. Silk scrolls and wall panels from thirteenth century Japan. The entire home was a museum in and of itself—and that wasn’t even counting the classic cars Vincent had mentioned. Ari knew a lot more about fine art than she did about automobiles, but the way he’d gone on about them, those beauties had to be worth millions.

      Millions that someone else worked for. Someone you’re going to hurt.

      Shaking off the ever-present guilt, she sent Davidson a text to hint at her initial findings, hoping it was enough to keep his incessant check-ins at bay. I’m having a lovely evening—even better than expected. I think a family trip to the region sounds like a great idea! The more, the merrier. LOTS to do here.

      With heavy tapestries drawn over the windows, the bedroom was too dark to explore unaided. Ari flipped on the flashlight on her phone, quickly scanning her surroundings. It wasn’t the master suite, but even this secondary bedroom was lush with paintings and beautiful antique furniture.

      She made her way to a large, walk-in closet full of women’s clothing and shoes, everything protected by clear plastic garment bags.

      Interesting.

      Davidson’s surveillance had indicated that the homeowner lived alone—not with a woman. Then again, with everything bagged up and put away, it was likely that the woman who’d once occupied this room hadn’t been here in a while.

      A low shelf along one wall held an assortment of jewelry boxes, and inside the largest, Ari found a piece that took her breath away.

      With gloved hands, she fingered the ruby-and-diamond bracelet, admiring the way the gemstones sparkled in the low beam of the flashlight.

      It’d been more than a decade since she’d earned a place on her father’s crew with that minor jewel heist. But for a fleeting moment, warmth spread in her belly, a familiar rush that made her feel both excited and dirty.

      Excited, because she’d never forget the look of pride on her father’s face that night when she’d shown him her score.

      And dirty, because rifling through people’s heirlooms and possessions was one of the most despicable things one human being could do to another. More than just a crime, it was a violation, pure and simple.

      With a deep sigh, Ari put the bracelet back, grateful that the only thing she’d be taking tonight was information.

      Through an open archway at the back of the closet, Ari entered a small dressing room, just large enough for a chair, a full-length mirror, and a chest of drawers.

      On the wall above the chest was a painting of a dour woman gazing into a mirror. The reflection staring back at her was that of a young girl. Though Ari couldn’t make out colors in the dim light, she knew the woman’s hair was dark, the child’s light, their eyes the same haunting blue.

      She knew the painting by heart.

      Memory’s Memories, by Viola LaPorte.

      It was one of her father’s. From the missing cache.

      Tentatively Ari reached for the painting, tracing the edge with a trembling finger. Tears blurred her vision as she realized with shocking clarity that she’d been searching for this for the last five years, ever since Davidson had shown up at her father’s penthouse with his head down, unable to meet her eyes.

      He’s dead, Arianne. I’m so, so sorry…

      All the auctions, the high society events, the fundraisers… It wasn’t just because she was afraid of Davidson, afraid of ending up on the street, afraid of losing her sister. It was because she’d hoped, on some deep impossible level, that she’d find the missing cache. That she’d piece together the clues and follow the trail straight to her father’s murderer.

      That she’d finally clear his name.

      And here, tonight, was her first clue. The first link anyone in the crew had ever found.

      It shouldn’t have surprised her. With a $70 million street value, a cache like that didn’t just vanish. It might go underground awhile, but it always resurfaced, usually in pieces. A painting here. A vase there. Even one piece could lead them to the rest.

      And this was it. Her one piece.

      Ari blinked away her tears and looked again at the painting. If this one had shown up, others would follow. Maybe they already had. Maybe they’d even be in this very house.

      She tried to text Davidson, but her brain kept tripping up, her hands shaking, the gloves making it all the more difficult. She needed to get out of there, get some air, get her head on straight.

      Because after tonight, everything was going to change.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Out beyond the Hudson River, the rolling hills of the Catskills looked lavender in the moonlight, an ethereal sight that only made Ari feel more alone, more confused. She’d wandered out to the gardens behind the house, trying to decide how to tell Davidson about the painting, but now that the cool night air had cleared her head, she was rethinking it.

      Davidson had always believed that Ari’s father had double-crossed them. He and the others had agreed that they couldn’t waste precious resources seeking vengeance for a man who’d betrayed his crew, no matter that the man was Ari’s own flesh and blood. As far as Davidson was concerned, it was a business decision, plain and simple. She didn’t have to like it, but she had to live with it.

      Now, Ari leaned against an oak tree that stood guard at the edge of the garden, its leaves shivering in the gentle breeze, and closed her eyes.

      What the hell should I do?

      Davidson was hell-bent on taking the artwork in this house—it was worth a fortune, probably the biggest score the crew had ever attempted. If he discovered the painting and anything else from the missing cache, he’d likely just fence it, no love lost. Ari could try to reason with him, but in the end he’d likely tell her to let it go, to move on as the rest of them had.

      And after five agonizing years, the only piece of possible evidence in her father’s murder would vanish again.

      No. She couldn’t let that happen. If Ari was going to trace that painting back to her father—to the man who killed him—she needed to do it alone.

      And that meant going back inside, finishing the job Davidson had sent her here to do, and coming up with a solid plan before Davidson and Vincent made their next move.

      She’d just decided to leave the gardens and head back to the event when she was unexpectedly corralled against the oak tree, strong arms encircling her from behind, a voice hot and dangerous in her ear.

      “Come with me. Don’t make a sound.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      The art world was small and incestuous, Jared reminded himself. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility for the woman to be here. A coincidence, yes. But not impossible. She seemed to know the inner workings of the art world like no one else; perhaps she’d heard about the fundraiser and decided to attend. Perhaps she was a companion to one of his guests. Or maybe she was employed by the Children’s Museum—she did say that she had a work thing tonight.

      You’re a fool, Blackwell. A bloody fool.

      No matter his justifications—his hopes—Jared could no longer deny the fact that the woman was more than a bit dodgy. He’d followed her to the gardens with every intention of confronting her. But by the time he’d gotten her into the guesthouse, his priorities had changed.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, loving the way her bare shoulders glowed in the moonlight, and the elegant braid twisted around the crown of her head like a soft, amber halo.

      She smiled, but didn’t say anything. In the dim light he couldn’t read her expression, though she’d come with him willingly, almost eagerly. Still, she hadn’t uttered more than a surprised greeting, offering no explanation for her presence at his fundraiser, or—more importantly—for why she’d been sneaking around upstairs.

      He hadn’t asked her about that yet. Part of him was almost afraid to hear the answer, afraid he’d have no choice but to send her away for good.

      Had Hastings sent her to spy, to get close to him and find out his deepest, darkest secrets? If that were the case, both the woman and the CEO of his soon-to-be acquisition would be sorely disappointed. Any secrets he’d had were covered by the tabloids last year.

      Besides, the idea seemed a bit preposterous, even for Hastings. The old man was a huge pain in Jared’s ass, but he was a by-the-book pain in the ass.

      Whatever this woman was up to, it was her own brand of trouble.

      Trouble that Jared couldn’t seem to get enough of.

      What are you up to, love?

      “So this was your work thing?” he asked, the two of them standing toe-to-toe in the darkened foyer of the guesthouse. The sparks between them were as undeniable as ever, quickly burning Jared’s resolve to ash.

      “Yes,” she said. “And your boring party, I see.”

      Jared smirked. “What are the chances?”

      “I was wondering the same thing.”

      “Do you work for the museum?” he asked.

      “The Children’s Museum?” She shook her head. “No, I’m just a… a consultant. But my company is a major supporter of their work. When we heard about the event, we couldn’t pass it up.”

      “I see.” Jared relaxed, but only slightly. Even if her story were true, it didn’t explain why she’d been snooping upstairs, just like she’d been snooping at the auction last weekend. “Have you been inside yet?”

      “I… yes. But it’s so overwhelming in there.” She wrinkled her nose, the most adorable look of distaste Jared had ever seen. “I kind of hate parties, to be honest.”

      “That makes two of us,” Jared said.

      “We’re practically fugitives,” she said, glancing around the foyer. “Hiding like a couple of kids who don’t want to go home for supper.”

      “The opposite of party crashers.”

      “Party dogders.” She laughed, a delightful, musical sound that stirred something deep within him.

      A woman with a laugh like that couldn’t be all bad, could she?

      “I don’t suppose we might finally exchange names?” He was trying to find a subtle way to tell her that it was his house, his overwhelming party. But he regretted the question instantly. He’d broken the rules again, pushed her harder than he’d meant to.

      “No.” The woman lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry. I… I should probably just get back inside. I need to make an appearance, and—”

      Jared silenced her with a kiss, something he’d wanted to do since he’d first seen her in the foyer of the main house an hour ago. Even as he’d followed her upstairs, watching from the darkness as she snuck into the guest bedroom and closed the door, he’d wanted to kiss her. To taste those lips, feel her warm breath, feel her soft tongue sliding into his mouth.

      Fuck, this is a bad idea. But it feels so, so right.

      She sighed in his arms, her body pressed so tightly against him he could feel her nipples, swollen and stiff beneath her dress.

      “I’ve missed you terribly,” he whispered, running his thumb along her lower lip. She opened her mouth, closing her eyes as he slipped his thumb inside.

      “Do you still want to leave me, love?” He drew his thumb from her mouth, dragging it down the front of her dress to her nipple.

      She shook her head and leaned into his touch, her breath ragged against his neck.

      “Tell me what you want,” he whispered. “Don’t be shy.”

      “I want more,” she said. “I want your cock. I want you to fuck my mouth, to let me take you in deep.”

      Jared’s cock thickened at her words. “Are you sure that’s—”

      “Yes.” She knelt before him, her hands sliding down his chest to the zipper on his pants. In a single, fluid motion she freed his stiff cock, grasped it in her firm, warm hands.

      Her touch was fucking incredible.

      Screw his control. He’d given that up the moment he’d seen her in the foyer. She wasn’t just here for a fundraiser, that was certain, and Jared didn’t know how much longer either of them could continue this make-believe game. But for now, she was his, kneeling before him, licking her lips as she prepared to suck his cock.

      “I want to taste you.” She teased him with her tongue, circling the tip and driving him wild. “To suck you hard.”

      He couldn’t hold back. With both hands Jared grabbed the back of her head, guiding his cock straight into her throat.

      Her eyes fluttered closed as she took him in deep, stroking him with her eager lips and tongue, moaning against his flesh. He’d missed her so much—her touch, her lips, everything about her driving him wild.

      She pulled back, dragging her tongue along his shaft as he slid out of her mouth, her breath hot on his engorged head. With a smoldering gaze, she looked up at him and said, “I want you to fuck my mouth, take me as hard as you want me.”

      He almost came right there, but she closed her lips around him again, and he regained control, guiding her as she sucked him hungrily.

      “Take it,” he commanded. “That’s it. Take it in deep.”

      This wasn’t like the night at the auction, hiding in the closet and doing his damnedest to keep quiet. This was his property, a small guesthouse tucked away from all the people at the party, from all the prying eyes and ears. He didn’t have to hold back here.

      Neither of them did.

      “You’re amazing,” he said, his fingers knotting in her silky hair, loosening her braid until it her locks cascaded down around her shoulders. God, everything she did felt so fucking good, so hot. With every stroke of her tongue, his climax built, threatening to tear through his body.

      “More,” she said, speaking around a mouthful of his cock. “Harder.”

      “As you wish.” He fucked her hot, wet mouth as hard as he’d wanted to fuck her delectable pussy, thrusting into her throat as she massaged his balls. When she slipped a hand behind him and cupped his ass, driving him deeper into her mouth, he lost it, pumping her harder and faster, pistoning his hips until he couldn’t take it any more. His orgasm exploded from his cock in a hot torrent that slid down her throat, his legs shaking, his feral growl like an animal in the woods.

      Swallowing his release, the woman slid his cock out of her mouth slowly, a mischievous grin lighting up her face.

      Jared cupped her chin in his hand. “Bloody hell, woman.”

      “We should probably…” she gestured toward the door, rising to her feet and smoothing out the wrinkles on her dress.

      “Nice try,” he said.

      She raised an eyebrow in question.

      “Do you really think I’d let you get away with that?” he asked, sliding his arms around her waist. He found the zipper at the back of her dress and tugged it down slowly, his fingers tracing the path of her bared flesh. “I know you’re wet right now. I know you want me to do things to you, all the dirty things we’ve been talking about on the phone. Isn’t that right, love?”

      Her dress fell to the floor, pooling at her feet like black water. Jared pressed his mouth against her nipple, sucking it hard through the white lace of her bra while his fingers slipped down the front of her panties. Just as he’d predicted, she was soaked with desire, his skin gliding easily over her slippery flesh.

      “What if someone comes?” she said, barely holding on.

      “Oh, someone will come. You.”

      “But this house—”

      “Don’t worry,” he said, still stroking, teasing her outer lips with a finger. “I know the owner.”

      As she moaned beneath his touch, Jared gave her a final command. “We’re not leaving this house until you come all over my cock, screaming for mercy. Understood?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      The hard slap on her bare ass was shocking, a jolt of passion that left a white-hot sting in its wake, drenching Ari’s throbbing pussy with desire.

      He’d already eaten her out, bringing her to ecstasy with his tongue and lips, and now he smacked her again, then stroked her gently, soothing her heated flesh, murmuring against her ear in a tone so deep and sexy it almost made her come for the second time.

      She was face down on a bed in a garden guesthouse, her cries of passion muffled by the pillows, her ass in the air, every inch of her body craving his touch. Hard, and then soft. Fierce, and then soothing. The flood of sensations made her drunk and dizzy, desperate for more.

      She couldn’t believe he was here, their paths criss-crossing from Manhattan to Dutchess County, brought together by art and money and chance. His presence at the fundraiser complicated things—Ari still had plenty of work to do before the evening’s end—but she didn’t regret running into him.

      Kissing him.

      Sucking him.

      Sliding into bed with him.

      Nothing in her life had ever felt so good, so right.

      So incredibly, mind-blowingly perfect.

      “Don’t stop,” she begged him, her words a hoarse whisper. “I need you so bad. Please.”

      He trailed his fingers over the soft curve of her ass, and everything melted away: her job, the LaPorte painting, the lies she’d told, the risks. All that mattered was her sexy, commanding Brit, his caress lighting a fire deep in her belly, his kiss a drug on which she’d happily overdose.

      Another slap stung her skin, and then he slid his hand up her back, fisting the hair at the nape of her neck. He tugged hard as he positioned himself on top of her, licking her neck, her ear. His cock was rock hard between the cheeks of her ass, so ready for what they’d both been fantasizing about all week.

      “Remind me again how you like to be fucked,” he said, dipping a finger between her thighs and stroking her. “Because I know you’re ready for me, love.”

      “Rough,” she panted.

      He stopped touching her just long enough to roll on a condom, teasing her slick entrance with the head of his cock, driving her insane. “What’s that, darling?”

      “I want you to fuck me hard and fast.” She squirmed before him, arching her back and spreading her legs expectantly. “Please. I can’t take it. Please don’t make me wait another minute.”

      “No, I don’t think I will.” He smacked her ass again, then thrust into her hard, digging his fingers into the soft flesh around her hips. He drove into her from behind, and then pulled out slowly, slamming back into her slick pussy with a force that only made her want more.

      She screamed into the pillow, thrusting her hips back to bring him in deeper, her body so needy, so hot for him. Beneath her flesh, the sheets felt soft and cool, a delicious contrast to the heat from the strong, muscled force pinning her down from behind.

      After all of Ari’s fantasies, the memories of his touch in the closet at the auction, their sinful nighttime phone calls, nothing could’ve prepared her for this. For the feel of his punishing cock, the way he dominated her without ever once taking it for granted.

      In and out he plunged, knowing exactly how hard to push, when to slow down, when to drive in deep. His cock filled her completely, stretching her wide as he plundered her again and again and again until she was nearly unconscious from the pleasure, the heat, the bliss of submitting.

      With one hand fisted in her hair, he tugged her head back, brushing his lips against the shell of her ear. “I’ve been wanting to do this ever since I saw you at that penthouse,” he said. “All I could think about was having you in my bed, fucking you deep, feeling your pussy grip me like this.”

      She whimpered beneath him, the commanding, masculine sound of his voice bringing her closer to the edge.

      He shifted backward, grabbing her thighs and spreading her even wider, stroking her pussy with his huge, perfect cock. Her walls tightened around him as her climax started to build, her entire body wound as tight as a drum, waiting for the release.

      With both of his strong, unyielding hands, the man squeezed her ass, and then slid his hands up her back again, grabbing her shoulders.

      “Yes,” she said. “Fuck me hard.”

      With a groan he slid out of her, then slammed against her ass, driving his cock inside her again and again, fucking her so hard her breasts bounced beneath her, her nipples stiff against the crisp sheets, her flesh covered in sweat.

      Ari had never been fucked like this, so raw and primal and perfect. Her entire body was on fire, drenched with lust. She wanted to make it last, to remember it, but she was slipping away, her body tensing for the release that was so, so close…

      “You want to come,” the man said, reaching around her to stroke a finger over her clit. “I can feel it. Your pussy wants to come all over this cock.”

      “Yes,” she whimpered, barely conscious. God, his touch, his words, everything he did turned her into jelly. She couldn’t hold out another minute…

      “Come for me, love. Come for me hard.” He slid into her deep, and with a final stinging slap against her ass, she came with a force like a storm, her cries nearly shattering the windows as the man grasped her hips and pounded, driving himself right over the edge with her, growling in her ear with a sound so guttural, so possessive, it would never, ever leave her.

      For a few minutes, neither of them moved, content in their hot embrace, their bare flesh cooling in the night air, the crickets outside singing them into a blissful state of peace. Ari’s entire body seemed to vibrate, blood thrumming through her veins, her nerve endings electrified from his touch.

      Despite the jumble of nerves in her belly, she hadn’t felt so fucking good—no, so fucking alive—in years.

      The man shifted to his side, pulling her with him, caging her against his chest with strong arms. “The thing is,” he said, nuzzling her hair, “we’ve got a problem.”

      We’ve got several, Ari thought, but she wasn’t quite ready to think about reality. “What’s wrong, Stranger?”

      “There are nearly three hundred people in the house,” he said, “and I’ve got zero interest in going back inside.”

      “That makes two of us,” she said, loving the feel of his bare chest and abs against her back, his lips near her ear.

      “I’m afraid I’ve developed quite a taste for you.” The Brit nibbled her neck. “I don’t think I can stop after just one go-round.”

      Ari felt the same way, and wondered how long they could continue their steamy affair. She’d already broken so many rules…

      But God, this was so worth it.

      A lot of men thought they knew how to dominate a woman, but for them it was all about ego gratification. She’d been disappointed in the bedroom more times than she could count, most notably—and most often—by Vincent, the snake.

      But a man like this, she marveled, knew how to be real. How to test her boundaries, push her to the edge without ever taking advantage. Submitting to him came easily. His demanding touch was like a down payment, a promise that he’d always bring her to sheer bliss in the end.

      In return, she trusted him with her desires, with her most intimate fantasies.

      She couldn’t believe they were lying in a stranger’s bed, hiding out in a bubble of post-sex perfection while hundreds of people sipped Champagne and made small talk inside the main house.

      At any moment, someone could come looking.

      Ari was so turned on she could barely keep still.

      “Touch me,” she whispered, aching for him again. “I’m still so wet. If you don’t do something, I might have to touch myself.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Darling, if you want me to pass up on the opportunity to see you touching yourself, your marketing plan needs serious work.”

      “Please,” she said. “I need your hands on me. Right now.”

      Without another protest, he slipped his hand between her thighs, stroking her deep from behind. She arched backward, guiding his fingers deeper, moaning when he hit her g-spot.

      “Yes,” she breathed, her moans spurring him on, his fingers stroking her faster, deeper. “God, right there.”

      She tensed every muscle, holding her breath as he brought her closer and closer.

      “Turn,” he whispered, guiding her onto her back. “I need to see your face.”

      She did as he asked, opening her legs wider. He massaged her clit with his thumb, his fingers stroking her channel as he leaned in close, dragging his teeth across her nipple, and then flicking it with his tongue.

      It was ecstasy.

      The thought of calling an end to it, of returning to her reality… Ari couldn’t bear it. It wasn’t just his masterful touch, his dominant command. It was him, she realized. It was all of him. Just like that night in Central Park, she didn’t want to say goodbye. Not ever.

      She wanted to know him. Wished she could.

      And he’d wanted to know her—the real her. But she’d pushed him away every time with lies and deflections. With kisses. With her flesh.

      She had to.

      This is your life, Arianne. What’d you expect? You never should’ve gotten attached.

      But it was too late for never-should-haves. She was attached.

      Ari’s throat constricted with a knot of unshed tears. She swallowed it down, winding her fingers into the man’s thick, dark hair as he tongued her nipples, thrusting against his fingers as he went deeper and deeper…

      “God, yes!” Without warning, her pussy clenched around his fingers, her body flooding with liquid heat as she shattered once again.

      And not a moment too soon.

      Someone was there.

      “Jared?” Another Brit called from just outside the front door, his knock urgent. “Dinner is nearly over. Hastings senior is looking for you. Shall I tell him you’re… otherwise engaged?”

      Ari closed her eyes. She didn’t care if the other Brit was her man’s brother, or cousin, or his best friend from home. She just wanted him to disappear, to let them live in this fairytale bubble just a little while longer.

      “What do you think, darling,” her man whispered, climbing on top of her and positioning himself between her thighs. Despite three orgasms already, she was still so wet for him, so hot. He kissed his way down her throat, licked her throbbing nipple. “I think you’d like to go another round.”

      “Mmmm.” She nodded, arching against him, desperate for the friction. “I want more. Please.”

      Judging from the hard cock thickening between her thighs, Ari thought he was in agreement, but another rap on the door interrupted them.

      “Honestly, Blackwell,” the man outside said, totally impatient now. “You’ve got five minutes before I send the old man out here to find you. Wrap it up.”

      Ignoring him, her man reached for another condom. “Don’t worry, love. He’ll go away.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about,” she said, her eyes drifting closed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We’ve only got five minutes.”

      “Oh, you and I can do a lot of damage in five minutes.” He pressed his mouth against hers, capturing her bottom lip between his teeth.

      She was still coming down from the high of her last orgasm, her body quickly revving up for the next, when an alarm rang suddenly in her head.

      It was faint and fuzzy, struggling to find its way through the haze in her mind, but it was real. Heat pooled in her stomach with a twist of fear that had nothing to do with this man’s punishing hands.

      What had the other Brit called him?

      Ari kept her eyes shut, desperate to remember. She couldn’t focus, her thoughts slipping away as the man teased her clit with delicate strokes.

      “Open your legs,” he said. “Wider.”

      She did as he asked, her legs spreading to give him access.

      “Your… that guy outside,” she said. “Who was that?”

      “A lousy git,” the man said. “Also known as my business partner, Evan. But don’t worry; he’s a lot more bark than bite. Unlike me. I’m all bite.”

      To prove it, he nipped at her shoulder. Ari barely registered the sting against her flesh. The warning in her head grew deafening, realization dropping into her stomach like a stone.

      “But he… the man… Your name is Blackwell?” she asked. God, she hated the desperation in her voice, but her blood ran cold, her whole body tightening with panic and dread as the pieces clicked horribly into place.

      She had to know.

      He slid his cock inside her, pumping her slow and deep. “If I am, would it change things between us terribly? I know how you feel about torrid affairs with mysterious strangers.”

      No, it can’t change… it isn’t… you can’t be…

      Swatting away her thoughts like gnats, Ari sank into the decadence of his touch. The raw fear coursing through her veins was mingling with the sheer pleasure this man had unlocked in her, the anticipation of another beautiful release at his command. She was out of her mind, completely at his mercy as he thrust into her, rolling his hips, hitting her just right, just exactly right.

      Davidson’s warning echoed in her head. Believe me when I say there is no room for error on this one, Arianne.

      She’d promised him—promised herself—she wouldn’t screw up. That she’d see the job through, deliver everything Davidson had demanded and more. And once she’d found the painting from her father’s old cache, she’d made a new promise to herself, a promise that she’d investigate it, track down her father’s killer.

      It can’t be.

      The man leaned forward, capturing her mouth in a decadent kiss, rocking gently against her body as he thrust his delicious cock into the pussy he’d so quickly come to possess.

      No. Not him. Anyone but him.

      Not this man, the one who’d brought her to the edge with every blissful stroke, who’d awakened her long-buried fantasies, who’d made her feel impossibly alive, who’d made her feel wanted.

      No. This man could not be Jared Blackwell.

      Billionaire benefactor.

      Collector of fine art and automobiles.

      Internet mogul.

      One-time tabloid sensation.

      And host of this evening’s thousand-dollar-a-plate fundraiser.

      Otherwise known as her fucking mark.

      “Tell me your name,” she whispered frantically, her body trembling beneath him. “Please?”

      He kissed her neck, working his way up to her ear with a long, hot sigh. “Oh, all right. If you must know. Yes, love. I’m Jared Blackwell. And you are…?”

      “In trouble.” Ari cupped his face in her hands, memorizing the feel of his stubbled jaw, the bemused look in his gorgeous honey-brown eyes, the soft curve of his full, ravishing lips. “A lot of fucking trouble.”

      
        To Be Continued…
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* * *

      
        Just how much trouble can one sexy little art thief cause? Find out in Bared to the Billionaire 2, or go for the box set discount with Bared to the Billionaire: The Complete Series bundle.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Get In Touch!

        

      

    
    
      
        I love hearing from readers! Connect with me at:

      

      
        Facebook: http://on.fb.me/1FOliIv

        Twitter: twitter.com/xoSylviaPierce

        Website: SylviaPierceBooks.com

        E-mail: sylvia@sylviapiercebooks.com

        Newsletter: ‪http://eepurl.com/bmu6qX

      

      
        If you enjoyed reading BARED TO THE BILLIONAIRE, I hope you’ll consider sharing the love! You can help other readers discover this book in a number of ways:

      

      
        Lend it. This book is lending-enabled for most devices.

        

        Recommend it. Invite your friends or book club to check it out.

        

        Review it. I’d love to hear your thoughts! Please consider posting a review on your favorite ebook sites and/or Goodreads. Reviews are one of the best ways to help other readers discover and fall in love with new books.

      

      
        Thank you so much for reading my work!
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        Sylvia
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